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Preface 


In the 1960s, Theodor W. Adorno became the most controversial theoretician of 
the German New Left. He and Max Horkheimer had reestablished the exiled Insti- 
tut fur Sozialforschung (Institute for Social Research) in Frankfurt after the war, 
and since Horkheimer’s retirement in 1959, Adorno had been acting director. 
The Institute, which spent the Nazi years in the United States, was identified 
with Critical Theory, an original method of Freudo-Marxist analysis that de¬ 
veloped there when Horkheimer first became director in 1931 and Herbert Mar¬ 
cuse was one of its more illustrious members. 

Critical Theory looked to Marxism as a method rather than a cosmology, and 
it considered dialectical thinking to be the core of that method — dialectics as 
the tool for a critical analysis of society, not for building metaphysical systems. 
Instead of trying to fit present historical conditions dogmatically into Marxist 
theory, it applied Marx’s method to the present, and its critique of the most 
contemporary, psychological phenomena of late bourgeois society — the “culture 
industry,” mass media, conformism — spoke to students of the fifties and sixties 
with an urgency which a classical analysis of wage labor would not have achieved. 
Its criticism of the patterns of authoritarian domination within bourgeois society 
applied to the purportedly “revolutionary” societies of Soviet Russia and Eastern 
Europe as well. 

The intellectual influence of Adorno and Horkheimer was even greater than 
that of Marcuse, who chose to stay in the United States, as they had a decisive 
impact on not one, but successive generations of postwar students. They attracted 
some of the best to the Institute, the first place in postwar Germany where one 
could study Marxist sociology and Freudian psychology in order to comprehend 
analytically the fascism which had outlawed them both. The preeminence of the 
Institute had its source in the paradox of its historical situation: its members 
were totally immersed in the German intellectual tradition which they criticized. 
Exiled by Hitler because they were Leftist and Jewish, these “outsiders” provided 
by their personal survival and return a link to the best of the German past, its 
Enlightenment and human isl 1 radii ion, which (he Nazi experience had all but 
obliterated. Critical Theory gave students (lie opporlunity (o reject the Germany 
of their fathers and yet find a home in its intellectual iraditions. Its analysis was 
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thui both (lie negative critique and the positive redemption of that German Geist 
u bloh liad proven such an ambivalent legacy, and it played an important role in 
t.i fmuny's intellectual reconstruction. Almost singlehandedly Adorno and Hork- 
1 m |f,M r reestablished a kind of radical social analysis which relegitimized Marxist 
ihlflklng, so that it once again became part of the national political debate. As a 
fflUltt although they shunned affirmative, political participation, their work 
flontributed indirectly to the end of the Christian Democrats’ monolithic rule 
|fH) the victory in 1971 of Willie Brandt’s Social Democratic Party. 

But at (lie height of the student movement the goal was revolution rather 
thin reform. The demonstrations of workers and students in Paris in May, 1968 
Ifenvd to indicate that socialist revolution was not only desirable but possible, 
students in Germany entered an antiauthoritarian phase of counterculture and 
aHarohiSt praxis. Whereas Marcuse in the United States gave some degree of 
ihionlicul support to such activism, Adorno at the Frankfurt Institute did not. 
Al I resull, young radicals who had shortly before crowded the aisles to hear the 
Crudite, eloquent Adorno speak on Hegel’s Logic or Goethe’s Iphigenea, dis¬ 
rupted 1 1 is lectures. They attacked him because his revolutionary theory seemed 
to leave no space for revolutionary praxis. In May 1969, students occupied the 
Institute, and when Adorno did nothing to stop the police from evicting them, 
their Sense of betrayal was complete. Adorno met with SDS leaders, who had 
learned from him their radical criticism of society but now charged him with not 
being radical enough. He told them that precisely because of his revolutionary 
goabi he was critical of anarchist tactics as ineffective, and he was clearly worried 
by the students impatience with theory. Their glorification of action, their 
counterculture, and even their hashish echoed lhe abortive protest of the intel¬ 
lectual aVtMt'gafttg of hia own general ion, which had proven no match for fascism. 

By then the student confrontation had spread well beyond Frankfurt. One 
after another, Student assemblies voted to strike. During that year, I was study¬ 
ing in Tubingen, and the disruption of the university in the summer of 1969 was 
my introduction to Marxist theory in general and to Adorno in particular. The 
universities were turned over to continuous debate in plenary sessions and “work 
groups,” where the writings of Adorno, Horkheimer and Marcuse, but also Marx, 
Lenin and Mao were attacked or defended with passion. 

The student strikes were an intellectual explosion, and they had some lasting 
success in transforming the power structure, the syllabus, and the method of 
instruction in German universities. But in achieving their major goal — the forma¬ 
tion of a revolutionary political movement — students here were not more suc¬ 
cessful than in other Western countries, and Adorno’s skepticism was perhaps 
justified. The possibility of further dialogue,however, was cut short when Adorno 
died suddenly from a heart attack in August of that year. The euphoria of anti- 
authoritarianism dissipated, and the sense of solidarity that underlay this rebellion 
against the Establishment began to reveal its superficiality. Some students, stung 
by remorse, became ardent apologists for Adorno, attempting to prove his legit¬ 
imacy as tho heir of the tradition of Marx. Others abandoned him us a pretender, 
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and turned to Lenin or Mao on questions of theory and organizational discipline. 
A few (including Angela Davis who studied with Adorno from 1966-1967) 
joined the Communist Party. The sectarian struggles that followed splintered the 
New Left, and one of the casualties was the Institute itself. 

When I returned to Germany the following summer to begin research for 
this study, the Frankfurt Institute was museumlike and ghostly silent. Horkheimer 
was in retirement in Montagnola, Switzerland, where he died in 1973. The younger 
generation of Critical Theorists had moved elsewhere, joined research institutes 
or university faculties, and had begun their own theoretical writing. Jurgen 
Habermas, the senior member of this second generation, soon moved to the 
Institut fur Friedensforschung in Starnberg, where he began a long-term socio- 
psychological project. The critics of Critical Theory congregated largely in Berlin, 
where journals like Alternative still made sporadic attacks against the revisionism 
of the Frankfurt School. 

As the aura and immediate presence of the Institute began to evaporate, the 
question of historical origins became significant. How was it that Adorno and 
Horkheimer, born at the turn of the century and reared in Weimar Culture, be¬ 
came the articulators of a theory which half a century later captured a movement 
renown for its youth, its rejection of tradition and suspicion of age? What histor¬ 
ical network linked the American with the German New Left and led not only 
Angela Davis, but a whole group of students from the United States to study at 
the Institute in Frankfurt? It was an American, Martin Jay, who wrote the first 
scholarly history of the Institute, tracing its development from 1923-1950.* In 
a pioneering effort of intellectual road-mapping, Jay unearthed a web of con¬ 
nections which embraces a surprisingly large segment of Weimar culture. His book 
discusses the involvement of Theodor Adorno, Walter Benjamin, Erich Fromm, 
Leo Lowenthal, Herbert Marcuse — all at one time members of the Institute’s 
“inner circle” — and others who as members, journal contributors, friends, or 
enemies played a role in the Institute’s history. The list reads like a roster of this 
century’s intellectuals. Included were Hannah Arendt, Raymond Aron, Bruno 
Bcttelheim, Bertolt Brecht, Ernst Bloch, Otto Kirchheimer, Siegfried Kracauer, 
Paul Lazarsfeld, Georg Lukacs, Karl Mannheim, Paul Massing, Thomas Mann, 
Franz Neumann, Friedrich Pollock, Wilhelm Reich, Gershom Scholem, Paul 
Tillich, and Karl August Wittfogel. 

Jay quite rightly chose to focus his study on Max Horkheimer and the decades 
of Ihc thirties and forties which were Horkheimer’s most productive years. For it 
was Horkheimer who held the Institute together as it wandered from Germany 
to New York, from New York to California, and back again to Frankfurt sixteen 
years later. And it was Horkheimer who, by inspiring personal loyalty, managed 
to maintain a degree of theoretical cohesivcncss among the strong-willed, bril¬ 
liantly individualistic thinkers to whom he gave intellectual and economic shelter. 

♦Martin Jay, The Dialectical Imagination: A History of the Frank furt School 
and the Institute of Social Research , 1923-1950 (Boston: Little, Brown, 1973). 
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But there are problems with Jay’s approach when it tends to equate the intellec¬ 
tual development of Max Horkheimer with that of the Instilule, and to speak of 
a Frankfurt “School” even though the /tomdentities of its members’ positions 
were sometimes as significant as their common assumptions. 

In particular, Adorno remains a somewhat shadowy figure in Jay’s account, 
all the more remarkable as Adorno became Horkheimer’s close collaborator after 
1938 and was the leading “Critical Theorist” at the Institute during the 1960s. 
The problem has been largely attributed to Adorno’s esoteric language, to which, 
in fact, the Critical Theory of the Frankfurt “School” fails to provide a sufficient 
key. The search for such a key has prompted the present study. My research into 
the historical origins of Adorno’s philosophy was done in Frankfurt from 1970 
to 1973, during which time the documents from Adorno’s Estate were being 
assembled in preparation for the publication of his complete works. I had access 
to hitherto unpublished writings, and they contained some surprises. Particularly 
revealing was Adorno’s inaugural lecture to the philosophy faculty at the Univer¬ 
sity of Frankfurt in 1931. It outlined a program and a task for philosophy which 
was to guide his intellectual efforts for the rest of his life. As he himself recalled 
in 1962: 

Very much of what I wrote in my youth had the character of a dreamlike 
anticipation, and only from a certain shock-moment on, which may have 
coincided with the outbreak of Hitler’s Reich, did I actually believe that I * 
was right in what 1 had done.* 

As Ihc first articulation of his philosophy, which Adorno much later named 
“negative dialectics,” the inaugural lecture demonstrates the remarkable con¬ 
sistency of his thinking over time. It also gives evidence that a shift which oc¬ 
curred in the Frankfurt Institute’s position after 1938 reflected not only the 
external reality of Hitler and World War II but the internal one of Adorno’s 
arrival in the United States as a full-fledged Institute member, the closest to 
Horkheimer in a personal sense, and increasingly in an intellectual sense as well. 
Ironically, the shift, which has been interpreted as a move by the Institute away 
from Marx, on the part of Adorno marked a move toward Marx, along with a 
greater recognition of the limits of intellectual praxis — hence the increased 
pessimism in the tone of his cultural criticism. 

The really formative influence on Adorno occurred before 1931, and it 
came from Walter Benjamin. Adorno’s inaugural lecture clearly documents this 
fact, which only increases the mystery surrounding the origin of his philosophy. 
The lecture lays out guidelines for a “dialectical,” “materialist” theory which is 

* Letter, Adorno to Ernst Bloch, cited in the editorial afterword of Theodor 
W. Adorno, Gesammelte Schriften, vol. 1; Friihe philosophische Schriften, ed. 
Rolf Tiedemann (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkainp Verlag, 1973), p. 384. Transla¬ 
tion from the German here, and those that follow, are mine. In cases where 
published English translations exist, I have used (hem or made my own at my 
discretion. 
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intentionally Marxist, yet it does so in language and conceptual categories bor¬ 
rowed from the non-Marxist, nonmaterialist early philosophy of Benjamin. The 
latter incorporated structural elements from such seemingly remote sources as 
Jewish mysticism, Kantianism, Platonism, and German Romanticism. 

The question raised by Adorno’s inaugural lecture is the puzzle which this 
study has tried to resolve: How does Benjamin’s early, non-Marxist philosophy 
provide the key to Adorno’s own dialectical, materialist method? The answer 
involves following Adorno in a double procedure, translating Benjamin’s original 
conceptions into a Marxist theoretical frame, and grounding Marxist theory 
philosophically with the aid of those conceptions in order to prove immanently 
that dialectical materialism was the only valid structure of cognitive experience. 
This task distinguished Adorno’s work from Ideologiekritik, the criticism of the 
ideological, social function of ideas, which was characteristic of essays written 
by other members of the Frankfurt Institute. Adorno not only wanted to dem¬ 
onstrate the untruth of bourgeois thinking; he wanted to show that precisely 
when the bourgeois project — the idealist project of establishing the identity of 
mind and material reality — failed, it expressed, unintentionally, social truth, 
thus proving the preeminence of reality over mind and the necessity of a critical, 
dialectical attitude of ^omdentity toward it — proving, in short, the validity of 
dialectical, materialist cognition. 

Adorno’s project does not fit neatly into the Hegelian-Marxist philosophical 
tradition. In rejecting the concept of history as progress and in insisting on the 
nonidentity of reason and reality, it broke decisively from Hegel; in separating 
philosophy from all concern with the proletariat, it broke radically from Marx. 
Adorno was influenced by Husserl’s phenomenology as much as by Hegel’s. In¬ 
deed, it could be said that if Kierkegaard’s existentialism and Marx’s materialism 
represented the two branches of protest against Hegel, then there was a parallel 
in Heidegger’s and Adorno’s responses to Husserl. But if Adorno was on Marx’s 
side in rejecting existentialism, endorsed by Kierkegaard and Heidegger, his 
understanding of dialectics was modeled more on aesthetic experience than, as 
with Marx, on the experience of economic production. 

This last point is particularly significant. Adorno thought of himself as an 
artist, and the time he spent in the 1920s in Vienna studying Schonberg’s com¬ 
positional method with Alban Berg, although brief, left an indelible imprint. 
He and Benjamin both viewed art as a form, of scientific knowledge. Perhaps 
their most important contribution was to redeem aesthetics as a central cog¬ 
nitive discipline, a form of secular revelation, and to insist on the structural 
convergence of scientific and aesthetic experience. They thereby challenged a 
fundamental dualism of bourgeois thought, the binary opposition between sci¬ 
entific “truth” and art as “illusion,” which had characterized bourgeois thinking 
since the seventeenth century. Their intellectual careers demonstrate the promise 
and also t lie dangers of trying to reconcile these two cultures. 

Despite, or perhaps because of, the closeness of Adorno’s and Benjamin’s 
philosophical thinking th br< .mif- involved in in extended debate documented 
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by their correspondence, in which Adorno found himself in the anomalous posi¬ 
tion of defending Benjamin’s philosophy against the latter’s own revisionism. 
But after Benjamin’s suicide in 1940 his influence on Adorno’s thinking remained, 
and his brilliantly eccentric mind haunts even the most empirical, social-scientific 
writings of Adorno’s later years. 

The story of their intellectual friendship forms the major theme of this 
study. The first part, introduced by a biographical chapter describing Adorno’s 
early intellectual development, analyses his philosophical conceptions as they 
were first articulated in the early 1930s and demonstrates their debt to Benjamin. 
This section grew out of a dissertation completed in 1974. The second part re¬ 
turns to the chronological structure of the introductory chapter, tracing the 
theoretical debate between Adorno and Benjamin, and concludes with Benjamin’s 
suicide and Adorno’s reaction to it, in particular, his sublation of even the most 
daring Benjaminian techniques in the empirical research methodology of The 
Authoritarian Personality (1950), the pathbreaking social-psychological study 
for which he is best known in this country. The account ends in 1953 when, at 
the age of fifty, Adorno left the United States to return to Frankfurt and join 
Horkheimer at the newly reestablished Institut fur Sozialforschung. 

This book will have achieved its aim if it introduces “negative dialectics” to 
an English-reading audience, demonstrates the originality of Adorno’s philosophi¬ 
cal project when compared to other strands of Western Marxism, and, by show¬ 
ing the project’s historical connection to the theory of Walter Benjamin, sets the 
discussion of Adorno’s contribution within an accurate understanding of what it 
was that he hoped to accomplish. 
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Chapter 1. Intellectual Beginnings 
A Biographical Essay 


FRANKFURT AM MAIN 

He was born Theodor Adorno Wiesengrund 1 in Frankfurt am Main Septem¬ 
ber 11, 1903. His father, a successful wine merchant, provided him with the 
economic and emotional security of a comfortable bourgeois home, but seems 
otherwise to have been uninvolved with the training and development of this, 
his only child. Adorno was raised by the two women of the household, his 
mother, nee Maria Calvelli-Adorno (who was thirty-seven years old when he was 
born), 2 and her unmarried sister Agathe. 3 They were Catholic, Corsican, daughters 
of a German singer and a French army officer of Genoese ancestry, 4 but most 
importantly they were musicians: Maria sang professionally; Agathe played the 
piano as accompanist for the famous singer Adelina Patti. 5 They furnished 
Adorno’s earliest world with music. Even before Adorno could read the notes, 
he would follow the scores, reconstructing their sound from memory. 6 As he 
grew older, Agathe taught him piano, and together they played four-handed 
Ininscriptions of the classics of musical history. He recalled: “Four-handed 
playing laid the geniuses of the bourgeois nineteenth century as a gift at the 
cradle at the beginning of the twentieth.” 7 Adorno was at home in this bourgeois, 
mostly German, cultural tradition. The large, green-bound volumes brought 
symphonic and chamber-music literature “into household life”; it was produced 
on the piano as a piece of family furniture, played “without fear of false notes 
and stops”; it “belonged to the family.” 8 

But if domestic familiarity robbed music of one kind of aura, if for Adorno 
“serious” music was never untouchable and its “greatness” elicited no author¬ 
itarian reverence, it maintained an aura of another sort, the kind Walter Benjamin 
would claim was Ihrcalcncd with ext inction in the modern age of art’s mechanical 
reproducibility. 9 Unlike radio and phonograph recordings, I his music was 
recreated with each reproduction. It was brought to life, actively produced rather 
than passively consumed 
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Four-handed playing was better than the [reproduction of Arnold Bocklin’s 

painting] “Island of the Dead” over the buffet; one had truly to acquire 

the symphony every time anew in order to possess it. 10 

His mother and aunt linked Adorno to a cultural heritage, giving him an 
intellectual orientation which proved far more influential than any social or 
religious identification. French-born, his mother’s family had no social roots in 
Germany, nor were these provided by his Jewish, assimilated father. Adorno 
was baptized a Catholic, confirmed a Protestant — no doubt as a matter of ex¬ 
pediency — and (except for a brief interest in Catholicism during the twenties) 11 
he was, throughout his life, an atheist. 12 Because his father made no attempt to 
force his own religion or business occupation on him, Adorno, unlike many of 
his generation, 13 had no impulse to rebel against the world of his father. Yet 
because his social roots were shallow, this lack of rebellion did not bring with it 
intellectual conservatism. Frankfurt am Main was a secular, socially mobile city, 
retaining into the twentieth century some of the salutary characteristics of 
bourgeois liberalism, and an openness and lack of dogma were characteristic of 
its large Jewish population. 14 Anti-Semitism was of course not absent in the 
years before Hitler, but, as Adorno recalled, overt expression of it was “quite 
unusual in the trade city of Frankfurt.” 15 Compared with Berlin, it was provin¬ 
cial; yet it had an active cultural life, a liberal press, and a new, relatively liberal 
university which attracted to its faculty some of the more original and critical 
thinkers in Weimar Germany. 

There existed in Frankfurt that curious social phenomenon whereby a class 
enthusiastically feeds the intellectuals and artists that bite it. Yet despite the 
liaison, the two worlds remained distinct. Hence it was possible for the precocious 
and gifted Adorno, clearly destined from childhood for the world of intellectuals 
and artists, to grow up quite ignorant of the realm of business and practical 
politics. In 1914 he was too young to go to war, and was thus also protected 
from this brutal experience which traumatically affected so many slightly olde* 
intellectuals of his generation. In 1918-1919, while Germany was reeling from 
military defeat and political upheaval, the fifteen-year-old Adorno studied music 
and spent his weekend hours reading Kant. His Kant tutor was Siegfried Kracauer, 
fourteen years his senior and a friend of the family: “For more than a year, 
regularly on Saturday afternoon, he read with me the Critique of Pure Reason . 16 
But it should not too quickly be assumed that here was the training of a German 
mandarin. 17 Adorno had no blind reverence for past culture and made no attempt 
to disdain the present by cloaking himself in its authority. He approached cul¬ 
ture with a passion that was as intimately personal as it was authentic. As with 
his first exposure to music, what excited Adorno about this introduction to 
philosophy was that it demanded his active engagement. Kracauer did not teach 
Kant as a reified, closed system of thought that needed to be assimilated, but 
as Ihoughl which, for all ils historical remoteness, was vitally relevant !q (lie 
present: 


Intellectual Beginnings: A Biographical Essay 


3 


Exceptionally gifted pedagogically, he [Kracauer] brought Kant to speech 
for me. From the start, under his guidance, I experienced the work not as a 
mere theory of cognition, as an analysis of the conditions of scientifically 
valid judgments, but as a kind of coded text, out of which the historical 
condition of the mind [Geist] could be read, with the vague expectation 
that thereby something of truth itself was to be won. 18 

In 1921 Adorno passed the Abitur exam, and left the Kaiser Wilhelm 
Gymnasium to enter Frankfurt’s new university. 19 He was eighteen and already 
the author of two published articles: a short essay on expressionism 20 and a re¬ 
view of a new opera by his music teacher Bernhard Sekles. 21 Yet for all his ac¬ 
complishments, he still had the excited intensity, the “brutish earnestness” 22 of 
the protege. He was impressionable, seeking out intellectual companionship from 
men many years his senior. He went quickly through course work, studying 
philosophy, sociology, psychology, and music, and received his doctorate in 
-—philosophy three years later in 1924. It was for him a time of mastering material 
rather than real intellectual originality. It was his initiation into the philosophical 
controversies which, largely the legacy of prewar thinkers, had come to dominate 
in academic circles. 

European bourgeois culture, in self-proclaimed crisis since before the war, 
was flushed with the symptoms of what looked like a terminal fever — as was 
the political and economic structure in which it had developed. Significantly, the 
two cultural phenomena most threatened were precisely Adorno’s passions: art 
and philosophy. While art was threatened from without by a technology which 
mechanized its production and altered aesthetic experience, 23 the prewar ex¬ 
pressionist movement had liquidated bourgeois forms of music, painting, and 
literature from within. As Adorno wrote in his first published article, the very 
possibility of art was in doubt: “The art of the age stands before the question of 
its continued existence.” 24 As for philosophy, it no longer presumed to provide 
an overarching system for all knowledge, and was in danger of receding into 
problems of formal logic while its traditional concerns became the property of 
I the new social sciences. Relativism, both historical and scientific, eroded the 
I foundation of bourgeois philosophy when Einstein overturned Newtonian 
i physics and Dilthey questioned whether even the forms of cognition were time¬ 
less, challenging the universality of rational subjectivity. 

If the bourgeois Weltanschauung was disintegrating, words had no power to 
make it whole. In the era of photography and the first silent films, the linear 
logic of the written word lost its monopoly. Moreover, poets and philosophers — 
Trakl, Hofmannsthal, the young Wittgenstein — had begun to wonder whether 
language was at all capable of communicating truth. 

In short, there was universal agreement that bourgeois culture was in ruins. 
The debate was whether to applaud or lament the situation. To be young (with 
a full stomach) in this age of crisis was to have a golden opportunity for original 
contribution. In the twenties, still, it seemed “everytiling was allowed.” 25 Given 
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his Jewish and foreign background, Adorno had no political or social influence 
to lose, no vested interest in perpetuating the old order. It could be anticipated 
that he would join the intellectual avant-garde. 

The year he entered the university Adorno read Ernst Bloch’s Geist der 
Utopie 26 and it impressed him greatly. Bloch, he wrote later in exile, was “the 
philosopher of expressionism, in which the word knowledge and expression are 
one and the same. Already that was not gladly seen [in Germany] .” 27 Like Schon- 
berg with music, like Kandinsky with painting, Bloch developed the creative 
possibilities set loose by disintegrating forms. In the name of a utopian future, 
he broke radically with both the form and content of traditional academic 
philosophy. Politically engaged, he made his living as a writer outside the uni¬ 
versity. Adorno had not yet met him (they became friends after 1928), but 
Bloch’s name conjured up a distinctive atmosphere: 

Dark as a passageway, roaring, dampened as a trumpet blast, he awakened 
an expectation of the extraordinary, which soon enough made me suspicious 
of the philosophy with which my studying had acquainted me, as stale and 
not living up to its own concept . 28 

Geist der Utopie took philosophical concepts and controversies out of the attic 
of academic scholasticism and made them current, expressing by the very tempo 
of its language the altered form of contemporary philosophical experience. Bloch 

. . . took the [Hegelian] dialectic, which taught overcoming the alienation 
of subject and object, so seriously that he despised the impartial, composed 
tone of academicians who perpetuate a cold disconnectedness with the 
object . 29 

Animated by a mystical, almost occult concept of art and a religious messi- 
anism, 30 yet committed to a secular, Marxist vision of sociopolitical utopia, Bloch 
dared philosophers to leave the safety of formal logic with its easily resolvable 
questions and confront, as religion and art confronted, the “unformulatable 
question” (unkonstruierbare Frage) of utopian realization. 

But if Bloch brought philosophy back into the political arena, if he placed 
it in the service of Marxist goals, the transcendent, religious element of his 
thought was strongly opposed to the economic determinism and positivist, 
mechanistic view of history which had come to characterize orthodox Marxism. 
In his study of the Protestant radical Thomas Mtinzer (1921) he had argued that 
subjective as well as objective forces were the motors of historical development, 
and revolutions were moved by religious thinking; utopia could not be defined 
merely in socioeconomic terms. 31 

Bloch’s heady combination of elements from religion, aesthetics, idealism, 
and political utopianism was not without problems. One of the tragic flaws of 
Weimar culture generally (which recurred in (lie New Left movement of the 
1960s) was that to bring philosophy to bear on questions of social justice was 
to correct an academic failing, whiJe it left social reality untouched. The fact 
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that intellectuals adopted an advocacy position in no way guaranteed they would 
have the desired (or any) social effect. In 1918 left-wing expressionists and other 
intellectuals attempted to integrate cultural protest with political praxis; their 
failure became characteristic of the subsequent history of Weimar culture. 32 
The problematic relationship between cultural revolt and sociopolitical revolu¬ 
tion was, as will be demonstrated, a difficulty in Adorno’s own theory, and in 
this sense his story is typical. 

Among the books by writers who, like Bloch, reintroduced religious elements 
into philosophy in its present crisis, Franz Rosenzweig’sZ)er»SYe/?z der Erlosung 
(The Star of Redemption), published in 1920, was significant, not because it 
influenced Adorno directly (although he was surely acquainted with both the 
book and the man), but because it returned to specifically Jewish religious 
thought in an attempt to redeem philosophy from its current atrophy. In a re¬ 
view of the 1930 edition of the book, Gershom Scholem testified to its impact 
in the 1920s among Jews and among radicals, including himself, 33 and in it 
there were elements which via the circuitous route of Scholem and Walter Ben¬ 
jamin found their place in Adorno’s thinking. Rosenzweig was influenced by 
Hegel, but rejected Hegel’s closed system, his metaphysical identity of the 
totality of reality with truth: “The monumental error of idealism consisted in 
thinking that the All was really wholly contained in its ‘generation’ of the AH”; 34 
“the whole is simply not All, it is in fact only a whole”; 35 “Reason is entitled to 
a home in the world, but the world is just that: a home; it is not totality.” 36 The 
notion of the whole was a utopian hope for the future (better expressed by art 
than by philosophy): 37 

Only in redemption, God becomes the One and All which, from the first, 
human reason in its rashness has everywhere sought and everywhere asserted, 
and yet nowhere found because it simply was nowhere to be found yet, for 
it did not exist yet. 38 

In place of Hegel’s totalistic view, Rosenzweig insisted that reality was frag¬ 
mentary, composed of a “plenitude” of individual, distinct phenomena: 

Whence they are coming or whither going has not been inscribed in their 
foreheads: They simply exist. But in existing they are individual, each one 
against all others, “particular,” “not-otherwise.” 39 

Knowledge of the object (this was a mystical motif) was bound to the “name,” 
singular and particular, “incapable of utter absorption into the category, for 
there can be no category for it to belong to; it is its own category.” 40 Knowl¬ 
edge was “revelation” which “looks back into the past. . . . But the past only 
becomes visible to revelation when and as revelation shines into it with tlie 
light of the present.” 41 All of these conceptions were characteristic as well of 
Adorno’s theory. Yel il was not Judaism which led him to (hem. Instead, it 
was his friendship willi Waller Ben jam in. 

Adorno mei Benjamin in Frankfurt in I923. 42 The meeting was arranged by 
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their mutual friend Siegfried Kracauer at the Cafe Westend am Opernplatz. 43 
Adorno, eleven years younger than Benjamin, remembered being tremendously 
impressed: 

It is scarcely an illusion of memory when I say that from the first moment 
on, I had the impression of Benjamin as one of the most significant human 
beings that ever confronted me. I was 20 years old at the time. . . ^ 

If reading Bloch had opened Adorno’s eyes to the inadequacies of current aca¬ 
demic philosophy, it was Benjamin who pointed out the way to overcome them: 

It was as if through this [Benjamin’s] philosophy it first dawned on me 
what philosophy must be if it was to fulfill what it promised, and yet has 
never contained since there crept into it the Kantian division between that 
which remains within experience and that which transgresses the boundaries 
of the possibility of experience. 45 

Specifically, it was Benjamin’s ability to scrutinize the concrete and conceptless 
details of which, as Rosenzweig had argued, reality was composed, in a way which 
released a transcendent meaning, without ever leaving the empirical realm. 
Benjamin thus achieved insights which paralleled mystical revelation, while ad¬ 
hering to the Kantian antimetaphysical rule of staying within the data of experi¬ 
ence. His goal, first formulated in 1918, was to establish, on a Kantian basis, 
Aj‘the virtual unity of religion and philosophy.” 46 

In Benjamin’s student years he had been part of a radical, Jewish, intellectual 
wing of th eJiigendbewegiing. al Here he met Gershom Scholem,his closest intellec¬ 
tual companion from 1916 to 1923 48 Scholem was beginning what would be- 
coipe a lifelong task of scholarship in the Kabbalah, the then largely forgotten 
tradition of Jewish mysticism. 49 They studied Kant together, as Adorno had 
with Kracauer, fantasizing, “half earnestly, half in fun,” about founding their 
own academy, as “there was so little to learn at the university.” 52 They discussed 
Scholem’s religious scholarship continuously. Benjamin (who despite several 
attempts never became proficient in Hebrew) acquired through this relationship 
a theological, mystical mode of expression which was preserved in a sublated 
form in even his most intentionally “Marxist” writings of the thirties. But un¬ 
like Scholem (or Rosenzweig or Bloch, whom he befriended in 1918), Benjamin 
sought and discovered the origins of mystical concepts in aesthetic rather than 
theological literature, in the theories of Novalis, Schlegel, and Goethe, and in 
the German tragic dramas of the Baroque era. 50 /Benjamin’s religiosity was 
secular and mundane, at the same time that he approached profane objects with 
a religious reverence. His was thus an “inverse” or “negative” theology 51 in 
which mysticism and materialism converged, and as a model for philosophical 
thinking it made no little impression on Adorno. But the really crucial period 
of Benjamin’s influence on him would come later, after 1927, in connection 
with their common adaptation of Marxism. 

As for Judaism and tln'ologv perse, they cannot be said to have influenced 
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Adorno in an affirmative sense. Unlike Benjamin, he joined no Jewish youth 
groups as a student; unlike Scholem, he was not attracted to Zionism; 53 nor did 
he participate with Siegfried Kracauer, Franz Rosenzweig, and Martin Buber in 
Rabbi Nehemiah A. Nobel’s intellectual circle in Frankfurt. 54 Turning to theology 
to provide the sense of wholeness and security which the shattered bourgeois 
Weltanschauung could no longer provide was an option which Adorno felt 
compelled to reject. 55 

Nfhere was a tendency in the twenties for the revolt against academic sterility 
(as well as against modern society with its bureaucratically organized, “rational¬ 
ized” structure) to take the form of an affirmation of the irrational. The theologi¬ 
cal revival was one manifestation of this, but there were many others: Sorelian 
voluntarism in politics, a renewed interest in Kierkegaard, Jungian psychiatry, 
the novels of Hermann Hesse, the advocacy of “culture” over civilization and 
“community” over society, and even an intellectual vogue for horoscopes and 
magic. A shift was occurring in intellectual alliances: the advocates of reason, 
since the Enlightenment identified with progressive social and political forces, 
had abandoned the impulses of revolution and passively accepted the “given” 
state of things. Rationality had become synonymous with compromise and resig¬ 
nation, manifested in political life by the Vernunftrepublikaner who, with a 
claim to being “reasonable,” accepted without enthusiasm the given reality of 
the Weimar Republic, which was in many respects very unrepublican and un¬ 
democratic. On the other hand, revolt which grounded itself in irrationalism 
slipped easily into a formula for fascism. To their credit, Adorno and those 
individuals who were intellectually closest to him did not accept the new dichot¬ 
omy that was developing. Rather than align themselves with one side of this 
[polarity, they insisted that truth lay in the tension between the two, in the 
rationale of what appeared as irrational and in the irrationality of what was ac¬ 
cepted as reason. 

It was Benjamin’s insistence that religion and Kantianism, that mysticism 
and materialism converged insofar as they were true that prevented him from 
fitting into either intellectual current. Adorno was fortunate to have as a mentor 
at the university a man also eccentric, also outside the intellectual mainstream: 
the philosophy professor Hans Cornelius, 56 in whose seminars Adorno came to 
know his lifelong friend, Max Horkheimer. Against irrationalists, Cornelius firmly 
defended the Enlightenment tradition, but not in its present, quasi-scholastic 
form. Cornelius was an Aufklarer of the old sort, a radical, philosophically 
speaking, more of a Kantian than Kant himself in his commitment to the “destruc¬ 
tion of dogmatic theories and the establishment of those in their place which 
arc grounded in experience and arc assured for experience beyond doubt .” S7 ^li,s 
rejection of the Kantian doctrine of the thing-in-ilself, which lie claimed was a 
metaphysical residue, was in effect slipping behind Kant to earlier British and 
French empiricism. It was also in accord with the neo-Kantianism ofhis Viennese 
contemporaries Avenarius and Mach. Yet if there was a positivist bent to Cor¬ 
nelius’s interpretation of Kant, he lacked the positivists’ uncritical acceptance of 
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the “given” world and their passive notion of the subject. Cornelius was an artist 
and a bohemian. 58 To him the philosophical “subject” was not a uniform, tran¬ 
scendental universal, but a unique living individual, and philosophical experience 
was personal and lived rather than abstract and academic. All knowledge was 
based on prior experience, hence it was never complete; philosophy was no 
closed system, and there were no ontological absolutes. Despite the universality 
of the cognitive forms, the cumulative nature of experience guaranteed that 
reality was “unlimited possibility” and that “the objects always remain partially 
alien,” 59 not because they belonged to some noumenal realm, but because they 
appeared each time in a new configuration. In Cornelius’s notion of experience, 
there was no being independent of consciousness, and no consciousness in¬ 
dependent of being. This amounted to the abrogation of a philosophical first 
principle (prima philosophia ), and it was one of the earliest and most constant 
tenets of Adorno and Horkheimer as well. 

There was something refreshing in Cornelius’s bohemian individualism, and 
the very un-German empiricism which he espoused. His idea of philosophy was 
“striving for the ultimate clarity,” and it was “violently inimicable to any kind 
of dogmatism.” 60 He encouraged Adorno and Horkheimer to respect the individ¬ 
uality of concrete phenomena, providing a down-to-earth counterweight to the 
far more esoteric Kantianism of Walter Benjamin. Yet like Benjamin, and be¬ 
cause of his artistic sensitivities, he respected aesthetic and religious experiences 
as well as those of “scientific” reason. Critical of society (yet not politically 
active), he wrote in 1923: 

Men have unlearned the ability to recognize the Godly in themselves and in 
things; nature and art, family and state only have interest for them as sensa¬ 
tions. Therefore their lives flow meaninglessly by, and their shared culture 
is inwardly empty and will collapse because it is worthy of collapse. The 
new religion, however, which mankind needs, will first emerge from the 
ruins of this culture. 61 

Cornelius’s philosophy was well enough known to have been singled out for 
attack by Lenin in his critique of contemporary philosophy, Materialismus und 
Empiriokritizismus (1909). 62 Lenin claimed it remained subjectivist and idealist 
despite its opposition to Kant’s idealism, and cited as evidence Cornelius’s keep¬ 
ing the way open for the possibility of life after death^and his statement that 
“above all” the goal of learning was “training to respect — not the transient 
values of an arbitrary tradition, but the immortal values of duty and beauty — of 
the [Godly elements] within us and without us.” 63 As for Cornelius, he accused 
materialism in general of the same “dogmatism” which he criticized in idealism, 
and claimed il treated men as “automatons.” 64 He urged his students not to con¬ 
form to any -ism, but to think for themselves: “Not Kant and not Marx, not 
Luther and not Fichte, and not anyone else should be your master, but only 
your own reason... 65 

Max Horkheimer had been Cornelius's student since 1918, and Pollock has 
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written that the latter’s “influence on Horkheimer can hardly be overestimated.” 66 
Born near Stuttgart in 1895, the son of a conservative Jewish, very successful 
textile manufacturer, Horkheimer had trained for seven years in the commercial 
aspects of his father’s business (developing a financial acumen that later kept 
the Frankfurt Institut afloat) and traveled to Brussels, Paris, and London until 
the outbreak of World War I forced his return to Stuttgart. The war became an 
intense personal crisis for Horkheimer. His early diaries document his passionate 
condemnation of the war (in which he was forced to serve after 1917), as well as 
his hatred of the business occupation into which he was being channeled. 67 The 
twenty-year-old Horkheimer longed for a different existence: 

By my craving for truth will I live, and search into what I desire to know; 

the afflicted will I aid, satisfy my hatred against injustice, and vanquish the 

Pharisees, but above all search for love, love and understanding. . . , 68 

At that time he wrote a spate of novellas; all expressed the inhumanity of war 
and the anguish of being trapped against his will, chained, as he wrote, by a 
tyranny no less oppressive for its invisibility. 69 

Surely his was an adolescent rebellion, turning against his family the moral 
fervor which it had nurtured in him. 70 Yet it was not only filial duty which held 
him back from following his own desires. Horkheimer had a deep, nagging sense 
that the desire for social justice was “insanity,” that all people, even the most 
self-righteous, were guilty, however indirectly, of perpetrating the world’s 
evils. 71 Perhaps it was the essence of being human, this “striving for power, for 
domination, for acquisition”: “Wherever human beings are, there will be war.” 72 
Horkheimer had been exposed to Schopenhauer’s writings in 1913, 73 and the 
Schopenhauerian pessimism which began to permeate his writings in the 1940s 
(again, with the outbreak of world war) was a resurfacing of this, his earliest 
orientation, not a radical break in his intellectual development, as has been 
assumed. 74 /From the start, Horkheimer’s thinking resided in the tension between 
a commitment to foster social justice (more, “the happiness of each individual”) 75 
and his suspicion of the futility of the endeavor. The way to peace, he wrote in 
1915, was “forgiveness, suffering, spirit, love. The world’s history eternally 
roars past these things: blind, hopeless, irredeemable, insatiable — an eternally 
restless power.” 76 

Released from fighting due to illness, Horkheimer left the business world 
and entered the university, studying first at Munich, then moving with Friedrich 
Pollock, his friend since childhood, to Frankfurt in 1918.^Later, with a letter of 
introduction from Cornelius, he spent a semester in Freiburg to hear the lectures 
of Edmund Husserl, who impressed him greatly. 7 | In 1921 he was back in Frank¬ 
furt, sludying psychology with the Gestaltist Adhemar Gclb (as did Adorno), 
and he received his doctorate in philosophy in 1922, 78 For the nexl lluee years 
lie was Cornelius’s assistant. Adorno recalled I he first lime he Saw him: 


\ 


. . . you were eight years older than l, appeared to me to be hardly a student, 
mom like a ynUng gentleman from a well-to-do home, who rendered u> 
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academia a certain distant interest. You were unconsumed by that occupa¬ 
tional deformation of the academic who all too easily confuses involvement 
in learned tilings with reality. Except what you said was so intelligent, so 
clear-sighted, and above all, autonomous, that 1 quickly enough felt you 
superior to that sphere from which you imperceptibly held yourself apart. 79 

(n Cornelius’s seminar Horkheimer read a paper on Husserl, which Adorno found 
"truly brill taut”: “Spontaneously I went to you and introduced myself. From 
that time on we were together.” 80 

The Frankfurt Institut fur Sozialforschung, whose codirectors they would 
eventually become, was founded by Felix Weil in 1923. But Adorno was not in¬ 
volved in its inception, and Horkheimer only marginally, by virtue of his close 
friendship with Friedrich Pollock, an economist, whose role was considerable, 
and who was largely responsible for Horkheimer’s assuming the directorship in 
1931. Under Carl Griinberg’s directorship (1924-1927), the Institute was avowed¬ 
ly “Marxist” in an orthodox sense (although free from Party affiliation), and 
primarily interested in historical and empirical research into the labor move¬ 
ment and economic conditions. 81 Adorno and Horkheimer were far more ani¬ 
mated by questions of philosophical and aesthetic theory, and in these areas 
they had not yet taken a Marxist advocacy position whatever their personal 
political convictions may have been. 82 

In the first years of their friendship, Husserl and Kant more than Marx and 
Hegel were the topics of their discussions7It was from Horkheimer that Adorno 
acquired his deep regard for Husserl, which persisted even after his move to Marx 
(and longer than Horkheimer’s own enthusiasm). Adorno remained convinced 
that Husserl more than any of his contemporaries had correctly articulated the 
issues and dilemmas which philosophy presently confronted, that with his 
phenomenology bourgeois idealism had gone as far as it could, and that precisely 
Husserl’s failure to resolve these dilemmas was evidence of his philosophical 
integrity. Three times during his life Adorno was deeply involved in Husserl’s 
philosophy. His doctoral dissertation, completed in 1924, was a critique of 
Husserl’s theory of the object. It analyzed Husserl’s dilemma of desiring a return 
lo the objects, to the “things themselves” as the source of knowledge, while 
fearing that the transient, empirical objects were too insecure a basis for truth. 
Adorno argued in line with Cornelius that empirical things had to be the basis 
of knowledge, or else one was forced into metaphysics. 83 In 1934-1937, living at 
Oxford, Adorno again tackled Husserl, attempting through the negation of his 
phenomenology nothing less than the transcendence of bourgeois idealism alto¬ 
gether. 84 He later revised this study, publishing it with a new introduction as Zur 
Metakritik der Erkenntnistheorie in 19 5 6. 85 

By the 1930s Adorno’s analysis of Husserl was conceived within the frame 
of the Marxist ! legelian dialectical tradition. But elements of Cornelius’s empiri¬ 
cism were still visible, not only his insistence that knowledge remain immanent, 
that is, within the bounds of experience, and that the objects of experience were 
contingent, concrete, particular phenomena, but alto hit belief that art provided 
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a better model for philosophy than Husserl’s cognitive utopia of pure mathematics. 
Indeed, Adorno always considered art and philosophy complementary occupa¬ 
tions, and his interest in music was far from preempted by his philosophical 
studies. In 1924 he was given the opportunity to study musical composition 
with Berg in Vienna. He leaped at the chance. 


VIENNA 

^Alban Berg came to Frankfurt in spring 1924 for a premiere performance of 
fragments from his opera Wozzeck, conducted by Hermann Scherchen. 86 Adorno 
was in the audience: 

Overcome by the music, I begged Scherchen, with whom I had contact, to 
introduce me to Berg. In a few minutes it was agreed that I should come to 
Vienna as his student. . . , 87 

The excitement of studying with Berg was the promise of initiation into Schon- 
berg’s compositional method, which had revolutionized music by overthrowing 
classical tonality. Adorno’s teacher in Frankfurt, Bernhard Sekles (who also 
taught Paul Hindemith), 88 was a moderate and provincial in comparison with 
Arnold Schonberg and his pupils Berg and Anton Webern, the last of a long line 
of music geniuses of Vienna: 

. . . the Wozzeck fragments, above all the introduction to the “march,” and 
then the “march” itself, struck me as if it were Schonberg, and Mahler too, 
all at once, and that was then and there my image of the true, new music . 89 

Adorno had to wait to finish his doctorate in July 1924, and his move to Vienna 
was delayed until the next January. His stay was brief, less than two years, but 
the experience left a decisive impression. 

The Austro-Hungarian Empire had collapsed in 1918, and Vienna in the 
twenties continued to exhibit the anomalies of the late empire. Baroque relics of 
the feudal past existed alongside fragments of modernity. The bourgeoisie, which 
included many Jews, had never displaced the aristocracy. Although Austria’s 
economic structure was capitalist, the feudal prejudice for land rather than in¬ 
vestment remained, and the social prestige of noble titles was still considerable. 
In Vienna, the veneer of gaiety covered a more somber reality. The froth of 
operettas, waltz music, and gay cafes bubbled alongside a poorly housed prole¬ 
tariat, its numbers swollen in the wake of agricultural depression. As Karl Kraus 
is alleged to have said: “In Berlin, things are serious but not hopeless; in Vienna 
l hey are hopeless but not serious.” 90 

It was a city of paradoxes. The aristocracy was anti-Semitic, identified Jews 
with entrepreneurs and entrepreneurs with parvenus, yet Jews provided a lion’s 
share of the cultural elite, and they identified with the German intellectual heri¬ 
tage,/The philosophical climate was neo Kantian, 9 y/which meant (hat metaphysics 
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was discredited and problems of truth were equated with problems of logic and 
language, but it caused many, like Wittgenstein, to doubt whether the really 
important things could be expressed at all. Sex was unmentionable, and thus 
terribly important. Sigmund Freud was attacked due to the very moral repressive- 
nosi which his therapy was designed to overcome. Culturally, Austria was con¬ 
servative, but still it was the home of expressionists, including Georg Trakl and 
Oskar Kokoschka, as well as Schonberg. Vienna “offered splendid potentialities 
for the highest accomplishment, as well as the most stubborn resistance to its 
realization.” 92 As Adorno recalled, everything new was opposed, only later to be 
defended as the new tradition. 93 

Artislic and cultural rebellion by individuals took the place of organized 
political or social revolt: “The life of art became a substitute for the life of ac¬ 
tion,Yet there was an awareness of the inability of words to provide through 
cullure a new unity and cohesion for society. Wrote Hofmannsthal: “Everything 
fell into parts, the parts again into more parts, and nothing allowed itself to be 
embraced by concepts any more.” 95 For many intellectual rebels the only al¬ 
ternate was to goad on the cultural disintegration, with the hope of transcending 
presen! reality by the demolition, not of reality (for they opposed the war and 
were not revolutionaries), but of the kind of consciousness which proved to be 
so compatible with — even enthusiastic for — war and the existing social order. 

The anomalies of Vienna were personified by Karl Kraus, whose satirical 
journal Die Fackel (1899-1936) recorded the history of the Viennese society it 
so keenly criticized. His satire was relentless against the press: he journalized 
against journalism. His aim was not to “do” the news ( bringen ), but to “do it 
in’* (urnbringen). 96 He was a pacifist, prosocialist, yet against the socialist parties. 
Burn Jewish, he was an archenemy of Herzl’s Zionist movement, entered the 
Calholic Church, and left again twelve years later. He defended prostitutes and 
homosexuals, claiming laws governing ethics were unethical: the scandal begins, 
he noted (anticipating the New Left of the sixties), when the police move in to 
end i!. 97 His defense of freedom in the private realm ruled out attraction to a 
revolutionary socialism which would desire more, not less, control of citizen’s 
actions. Typical of his milieu, his rebellion remained individual (after 1911 he 
wrot e all of Die Fackel himself), and it was aimed primarily against culture and 
consciousness rather than politics and the socioeconomic structure. Kraus saw 
(he evils of society mirrored in the abuse of the German language, 98 and it was 
language which he wished to purify. In its early years Die Fackel supported ex- 
pressionism, publishing articles by Kokoschka, Lasker-Schiiler, Schonberg, 
Wedekind, and Werfel; 99 it defended Trakl, and even Bertolt Brecht on occasion. 
Ye! Kraus’s own language incorporated almost none of the expressionist stylistic 
devices. He was conservative, almost prudish, in Ins strict adherence to the laws 
of meaning and grammar, The wit, the satire ol his writings was achieved by an 
immanent, critique of language which played on double meanings and syntactical 
ambivalences, turning the expressions of Viennese society against itself. For 
Kraus the critique of language became an act of social Protest, 100 
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Conversely, the accurate use of language was synonymous with the repre¬ 
sentation of truth. Hence the importance of “presentation” ( Darstellung ): truth 
was not just what was said, but how; form was inseparable from content. The 
notion that language provided an “image” (Bild) of reality and the equation of 
this image with truth were not unique in Kraus’s writings. They tied him to 
several contemporary intellectuals, including Arnold Schonberg. 101 

Presenting Kraus with a copy of Harmonielehre, his book on musical com¬ 
position, Schonberg wrote the inscription: “I have learned more from you, 
perhaps, than a man should learn, if he wants to remain independent.” 102 
A decade later Berg, Schonberg’s student, remained similarly impressed. Adorno 
wrote: 

Berg’s attitude toward Kraus was that of unbounded respect; whenever I 
was in Vienna we went to every available Kraus lecture. . . . The relationship 
to Kraus was one of authority . 103 

The theory of music of the Schonberg school directly paralleled Kraus’s theory 
of language: Schonberg considered musical composition a “representation” 
of truth characterized by a clarity of expression which was achieved through 
strict adherence to the laws of musical “language,” out of the inner logic of 
which the composition was developed. 104 

Schonberg’s was a radical departure from the nineteenth-century approach 
to aesthetics, when issues had been defined by the debates between Wagnerites 
and anti-Wagnerites. The former claimed music was a subjective expression of 
truth which had its source in an eternal, natural, and irrational realm of the 
spirit (the view was compatible with Schopenhauer’s philosophy) 105 and which 
should be judged by its emotional and dramatic effect ( Wirkungsaesthetik ). 
Against this romantic view, the conservative Viennese critic Eduard Hanslick 
argued the classical position, claiming that music was self-sufficient; it did not 
need to “express” anything except the thematic material itself, which developed 
according to the inner logic of the composition. 106 Schonberg’s originality lay 
in his ability to merge elements from the extremes of Wagnerian romanticism 
and earlier classicism in a new configuration, thus altering the whole context 
of the debate. Like Wagner he believed music expressed truth, but he claimed 
that this truth was objective rather than subjective, demanding rational articula¬ 
tion rather than emotional immediacy, 107 and that the effect of the composition 
on the audience was extraneous to its aesthetic validity. But if music was an 
experience of the intellect, if it unfolded in accord with its own objective, 
inner logic, this logic was no longer the harmonious classicism admired by 
Hanslick: musical logic was not governed by formal and eternal laws; it developed 
historically, and hence its inner dynamics necessitated going beyond the forms 
of the past, not their resuscitation. In this way, Schonberg used Hanslick’s 
conservalive aeslhetics to justify the most radical musical means, and it was 
Wagner whose music appeared conservative in comparison. 

Harmonielehre (191 I), 108 Schonherg’s I landbook of cOmposi! ion, justified 
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the revolutionary overthrow of tonality which had governed music throughout 
the bourgeois era. “Tonality,” it declared, “is no eternal natural law of mu¬ 
sic.” 109 Traditional theoreticians, so shocked by his music, were concerned 

. . . only with eternal things, come always therefore too late in life. ... To 
the devil with all these theories, if they only serve to erect a barrier to the 
development of art ! 110 

Art developed through individual artworks, each of which was governed by its 
own inner logic. 111 Whereas natural law demanded that the particular case be 
an example of a general rule and thus “knows no exceptions, theories of art 
exist above all out of exceptions.” 112 The composer’s job was thus to transcend 
rather than submit to tradition. 

The refusal to accept bourgeois cultural norms as absolute was a unifying 
characteristic of expressionism, the otherwise diverse artistic revolt of the 
1910s with which Schonberg himself identified. But whereas expressionist 
contemporaries, like Klee in art or Trakl in poetry, retreated into a subjective, 
psychological realm, Schonberg focused on the material itself. He approached 
the teaching of music as teaching a craft, in which the knowledge of laws govern¬ 
ing past compositions provided a technical mastery which necessarily preceded 
original creativity. He taught his pupils, not musical theory, but compositional 
practice, 113 and urged them to rely on their own aesthetic experience: 

And a false theory found through honest searching always stands higher 
than the contemplative security of him who opposes it because he presumes 
to know — to know without having searched himself ! 114 

Berg continued this pedagogic method. Adorno recalled an exercise Berg gave 
him: “to instrument passages out of the Gotterddmmerung and then compare 
them with Wagner’s solutions, an exceptionally instructive enterprise.” 115 

According to Schonberg the creativity, the genius of the composer con¬ 
sisted in his ability to develop the objective potentialities within the material. 
These potentialities were not unlimited: they had to adhere to the logic of 
the musical language, just as for Kraus verbal expressions adhered to gram- 
mat ical logic. But because this logic developed historically, what was called 
“alonality” (Schonberg did not like the term) was not So much a break with 
tonality as its culmination: in it the Wagnerian principle of chromaticism was 
carried to its extreme, so that tonality destroyed itself: 

When Schoenberg says that his music is tonal, lie means that each chord 
has its own fundamental, independent of the context. Each chord is in a 
certain key. But according to Schoenberg, four successive chords, for 
example, will be in four different keys. The speed at which one key passes 
to another and the complexity of each chord do not leave the ear enough 
time to take in the different keys and their relationships, Since there is no 
^ continuity in establishing a given key, apparent alonality results, 116 
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Adorno became quickly convinced that the transcendence of tonality and of 
traditional forms was a musical necessity. 117 Beginning in 1925 he wrote a 
series of articles for radical music journals in defense of the compositions of 
Schonberg and his students Anton Webern, Alban Berg, and Hanns Eisler. 118 

But Adorno was not simply an apologist for the new music. His articles 
were critical reflections containing the beginnings of his own theory of aesthetics, 
which, significantly, rested on philosophical conceptions of the dialectic not 
articulated by Schonberg himself. 119 

The music of Webern and Berg, 120 even more than of Schonberg, had be¬ 
come identified with expressionism. Adorno conceded: “Webern’s music corres¬ 
ponds, like scarcely any other, to the claims of expressionism,” due to its 
individualism, its “pure representation of subjective intention,” and its “seem¬ 
ingly ahistorical, absolute lyricism.” 121 Yet he claimed that the truth of the 
music, and hence its aesthetic validity, had to be understood dialectically: 
Precisely its “ahistoricity” was connected to history. “Its extreme individualism 
is the completion of romantic [individualism], held spellbound at that point 
which marks its historical reversal [ Umschlag\ .” 122 There was history within 
Webern’s music despite its apparent lack of development: “Its source is authen¬ 
tically dialectic, and it possesses within itself sufficient dialectical antitheses 
to transform itself within the narrow space which it is granted.” 123 

If these articles anticipated Adorno’s later aesthetic theory, they did not 
yet manifest an identifiably Marxist orientation. They do, however, document 
that Adorno’s understanding of dialectical logic was influenced by his study of 
musical logic, and this fact accounts for much that was original in his theory. 
Hegel had little appreciation for music, and Schonberg was hardly a Hegelian. 
Yet Adorno would later acclaim Schonberg as “the dialectical composer.” 124 
It seems clear that Schonberg’s revolution in music provided the inspiration 
for Adorno’s own efforts in philosophy, the model for his major work on 
Husserl during the thirties. For just as Schonberg had overthrown tonality, 
the decaying form of bourgeois music, so Adorno’s Husserl study attempted 
to overthrow idealism, the decaying form of bourgeois philosophy. 125 

Adorno’s direct contact with Schonberg was limited. He wrote: 

When I came to Vienna I had an image of the Schonberg circle as rather 

closely knit, analogous to the circle around [the poet Stefan] George. 

Already by then that was no longer accurate. 126 

Schonberg had remarried and was living outside Vienna in Modling, isolated 
from his old friends.' Adorno recalled being introduced to him there by Berg; 
a more intimate meeting came only later through Rudolph Kolisch, 127 whose 
sister was Schonberg’s new wife. But Adorno and Schonberg were never close, 
and the lalter was not totally appreciative of Adorno’s interpretation of his 
music. 128 

Berg, however, was most accessible. Whereas Schonberg evoked from his 
students a deference not unconnected with anxiety , 129 Berg was an unaulhori- 
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tarian teacher, the opposite of a father figure, 130 who, using the inside of his 
piano as an ashtray, bubbled encouragement even when critically demolishing 
the student’s compositional attempts. 131 Twice a week Adorno came for lessons, 
which consisted of going through his own compositions: 

All his corrections had an unmistakably Bergian character. . . . But if the 
resolutions were his, they were nonetheless confirmed as being compelled 
objectively, and were never grafted upon [the composition] . l32 

One Bergian characteristic was an eye for detail, an articulation of nuances, 
which Adorno also found in Walter Benjamin, 133 and which became a canon 
of his own dialectical thinking. Also similar to Benjamin was a certain staticness, 
despite the dynamic compositional principle of thematic variation. 134 Berg 
used nineteenth-century musical means, but he transformed their function. 135 
As with Wagner there was nihilism in his music, but Wagner glorified nihilism, 
while Berg’s representation was a lament. 136 He juxtaposed opposites: 

For Berg, to form always meant to combine, also superimpose, to synthe¬ 
size the incompatible, the disparate, to let it grow together: to transform. 
In his music the word concrete finds its home . 137 

He avoided simplicity. Adorno commented on seeing the partitur of the march 
from Berg’s Three Pieces for Orchestra (op. 6) that it must sound like Schon- 
berg’s Pieces for Orchestra played on top of Mahler’s Ninth Symphony, and 
Berg was delighted. 138 

Berg introduced Adorno to his circle of friends, the dramatist Franz Werfel 
and his wife Alma Mahler (formerly married to Gustav Mahler); Erhard Busch- 
beck, who had been close to Georg Trakl; 139 the musicians Rudolph Kolisch 
and Eduard Steuermann. 140 Adorno went with Berg to the Berlin premiere of 
Wozzeck (December 1925), 141 where he met Hanns Eisler. 142 Berg probably 
introduced him to Ernst Krenek 143 and brought him into contact with the two 
radical musical journals, Anbruch and Pult und Tactstock, which published 
many of Adorno’s articles. 144 Berg was a Catholic of aristocratic origin, whose 
personality had the uniquely Viennese combination of metaphysical pessimism 
and unabashed hedonism. 145 He hated German food, and had a Parisian passion 
for wine. Here too, Adorno was an appreciative student. 146 

Adorno had serious aspirations to become a composer. Yet he was not 
prolific, 147 and he had little success in getting his music performed. 148 He 
returned to Frankfurt after little more than a year in order to resume his study 
of philosophy with the hope of obtaining a university teaching position. The 
reasons for his leaving Vienna are unclear. It is true that Berg did not much 
appreciate Adorno’s “philosophical ballast,” which he referred to as “fad.” 149 
Adorno was perhaps too reflective, too self-conscious, and lacked the spon¬ 
taneity necessary for uninhibited composing. He may have realized that, given 
his penchant for philosophy, lie was belter suited 10 musical criticism than 
composition. Furthermore, (lie “heroic era” of the Schttnberg school was 
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over; the really significant breakthrough had already been accomplished. During 
the period of Adorno’s stay in Vienna, Schonberg was developing the twelve- 
tone technique, and although Adorno was an early defender of the tone-row 
method, 150 it was in his own terms, not Schonberg’s. He may have already had 
the doubts which he later articulated 151 concerning the limitations and con¬ 
straints of the twelve-tone schema, compared to the relative freedom of the 
earlier atonality. 152 He certainly rejected the propensity toward magic and 
superstition which existed in the Schonberg group, despite the stress on musical 
“logic” and composition as rational articulation: Berg was neurotically super¬ 
stitious and considered 23 his magic number; Schonberg believed in horoscopes, 
fearing the number 13 and all its multiples. When Adorno returned to Frankfurt 
and philosophy, it was to Cornelius’s tradition of Enlightenment. He seems to 
have felt the need to demonstrate that the irrational could be rationally under¬ 
stood. It led him first to Freud and then, almost immediately, to Marx. 


FREUD AND MARX 

Cornelius’s philosophy had been out of the academic mainstream in the 
early twenties; it was even more so by the time Adorno returned from Vienna 
in 1926. Antirationalist tendencies were increasingly evident in philosophy and 
art, 153 as well as the rapidly expanding realm of popular culture. 154 Much of 
this spirit was intended as social revolt: it protested against the rationalization 
of existence (which Max Weber had defined as the developmental characteristic 
of modern industrialism) by protesting against rationalism in thought, along 
with the positivistic methodology which modernization had engendered. The 
argument (which still today has appeal in certain “radical” circles) was simply 
that if secularization, the “disenchantment” ( Entzauberung ) of the world, was 
the source of social alienation, what was needed was a return to myth and an 
affirmation of primitive immediacy, of the instinctual powers of the unconscious. 
Such antirationalism was what Adorno chose to attack in his Habilitationsschrift 
(the prerequisite study for a professorial position), and his method followed 
closely the neo-Kantianism of his mentor Hans Cornelius. There were, however, 
a few surprises. 

Adorno’s stated purpose in the study, entitled “The Concept of the Un¬ 
conscious in the Transcendental Theory of Mind ,” 155 was to determine whether 
a philosophical theory of the unconscious (which was lacking in Kant’s original 
llieory ) 156 could be established in accord with Cornelius’s brand of Kantianism, 
lliat is, without recourse to dogmatism (hence refusing to posit any ontological 
realm of the unconscious ) 157 and without overstepping the limits of critical 
reason (hence refusing to accept the apparent irrationality of any empirical 
phenomena, including manifestations of the unconscious). Adorno began with 
an immanent critique of Schopenhauer and later Lebensphilosophen , 188 who 
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accounted for the unconscious by constructing an ontological, “naturalist” 
metaphysics of the irrational. 159 He then spelled out the requirements for a 
theory of the unconscious which would accord with Cornelius’s Kantianism. 
His next step was quite remarkable. He proceeded to demonstrate that these 
requirements were essentially met by the psychoanalytic theory of Sigmund 
Freud. 

Was Adorno first exposed to Freudian theory during his stay in Vienna? 160 
Was Cornelius himself impressed by Freud? Whatever originally prompted 
Adorno to write a philosophical justification of psychoanalysis, he seems to have 
studied Freud on his own, independent of academic connections. 161 And it 
was the theory, not the practice of psychoanalysis with whichhe was acquainted. 
The Kant-Freud study depended almost exclusively on one source for Freudian 
theory, Freud’s introductory lectures of 1916-1917. 162 Adorno was struck 
by psychoanalysis as a cognitive model: 163 “Therapy strives to be nothing else 
but knowledge”; 164 its goal was “disenchantment” of the unconscious by 
exposing the inner logic of its manifestations — Freudian slips, dreams, neurotic 
symptoms — and making them accessible to conscious, rational understanding. 165 

^-T'o defend Freudian psychoanalytic theory in an academic study during 
the twenties was daring enough, as Freud was not even accepted by psychia¬ 
trists, much less philosophers. 166 But Adorno did not stop here. In the closing 
pages of the Kant-Freud study, he articulated for the first time a critique of 
ideology that was identifiably, unequivocably Marxist. It was, he held, of more 
than academic importance to criticize the irrationalist theories of the uncon¬ 
scious because 

. . . we do not view these theories to be isolated, but connected to the 
historical situation; because of the fact that they do not originate solely 
out of the disposition and fantasy of their creators; but rather, they fulfill 
within the social reality a precisely determined function; one which is 
dangerous, which needs to be acknowledged, and which we believed it 
was necessary to counter. 167 

Adorno spelled out clearly the social function of these irrationalist theories, 
and hence what he felt was the reason for their dominance in intellectual circles: 

. . . the suspicion should not be dismissed that the contradiction between 
the philosophies of the unconscious and the ruling economic order becomes 
complementary in value; that theory is supposed to make up for what is 
lacking in reality; with other words: that it is exploited as ideology. 168 

The irrationalist theories functioned ideologically (that is, as mystifications 
of reality which lent support to the bourgeois status quo) in four ways: 

First, these theories want to turn away from I he dominant economic 
mode and (lie supremacy of economic factors in general in that, they offer 
evidence that outside of economic forces there are other, no less effective 
forces which are in every sense independent of consciousness, and are thus 
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removed from the economic tendencies of rationalization; that therefore 
there remain islands for the individual, onto which he can retreat from the 
flood of the economic struggle of competition. 169 

Second, encouraging people to withdraw into a private psychic sphere as a 
“pleasure-break from economic pressure” 170 which was the “luxury” of “a 
small circle of people” 171 diverted attention from social relationships, and 
from “the possibility of their transformation.” 172 Indeed, the glorification 
of the unconscious functioned to defend society in that the latter’s existing 
form appeared to be determined by “natural” drives: “the most pernicious 
plans of imperialism find their ideological defense as outbreaks of unconscious, 
vital powers of the mind which accord with nature’s desires.” 173 Finally, Adorno 
claimed that these tendencies, evident in Nietzsche and Spengler, found poli¬ 
tical expression “most clearly in the ideology of Fascism.” 174 If Freud’s theory 
was not totally free of similar tendencies, 175 if, moreover, it largely ignored 
the dependence of unconscious phenomena on “the material world, namely, 
society,” 176 and thus ignored the necessity of social as well as psychological 
transformation, 177 nonetheless, its present disfavor among psychological circles 
bore witness to its relative incompatibility with the dominant ideology. 178 

Adorno’s defense of Freud’s theory as the demythification, the “disen¬ 
chantment” of the unconscious 179 had a political as well as an academic intent. 
However, Adorno readily admitted the limitations of its political effectiveness: 

We do not flatter ourselves with the hope of having done serious injury 
to the dominant theories of the unconscious: too many powerful interests 
are at play within public opinion that protect those theories. . . . Over¬ 
coming the practical consequences of false theories cannot, to be sure, be 
brought about by theory alone, but insight into the falseness of the theory 
and the constitution of more correct theory in its place is a prerequisite. 180 

This more limited goal was Adorno’s intention. 

In the preface to the Kant-Freud study, Adorno expressly acknowledged 
his debt to Max Horkheimer, who, having completed his own Habilitationsschnft 
on Kant in 1925, 181 was teaching social philosophy at Frankfurt University. 
11 seems likely that this debt included the Marxist orientation of the concluding 
remarks. 182 It will be recalled that Horkheimer’s close friend Friedrich Pollock 
was an influential member of the Institut fur Sozialforschung during the twen- 
fies, 183 and Horkheimer’s own role in the Institute had increased during Ador¬ 
no's slay in Vienna. The kind of Marxism that appeared in Adorno’s Kant -Freud 
si inly was similar to that of the early Institute in two respects: its relatively 
orthodox, almost “vulgar” Marxist approach to ideology, in that superstructure 
phenomena were interpreted as a direct reflection of economic interests; 184 
nnd tis nonetheless marked independence from the official line of the Com 
iminis! Parly (which had officially denounced Freudian analysis as “bourgeois 
aestheticism” in I 925). 185 

When Adorno submitted the Kant-Freud study as his 11ahU it a Ut>nsSchrlft % 
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it was rejected. It would not be surprising if Cornelius (who soon left Germany 
for Denmark) failed to appreciate the association of his philosophy with Marx. 
But intellectual prejudice was not necessarily the reason. In its conception, 
the Kant-Freud study contained an inner contradiction which justified its 
rejection on purely logical grounds: how could a neo-Kantian (hence idealist) 
justification of Freud be made compatible with a Marxist (hence materialist) 
critique of ideology? 186 

Adorno seems to have been aware that he was on untenable ground. Quite 
possibly, the shift in his method from Kant to Marx documents a shift in his 
own orientation during the months he was writing the Kant-Freud study. That 
would explain why, instead of trying to revise it (or simply dropping the final 
pages with their Marxist critique), he abandoned it altogether and started to 
work on the problem which the contradiction in his own work had made 
apparent. 


BERLIN AND WALTER BENJAMIN 

Beginning in 1927 Adorno spent much time in Berlin. 187 He visited his 
future wife, Gretel Karplus, 188 and their circle there included Walter Benjamin, 
Siegfried Kracauer, 189 Ernst Bloch, 190 Otto Klemperer, Moholy-Nagy, and, 
importantly, Bertolt Brecht and his friends: the composers Hanns Eisler and 
Kurt Weill and Weill’s wife, the actress Lotte Lenya. 191 

Berlin in the twenties was the new Paris, attracting artists and literary 
figures like a magnet. Here avant-garde art and leftist political theory converged. 
Adorno later said the Zeitgeist appeared to be with his circle there. 192 If Berlin 
was the capital of an increasingly monopolistic economy (an economy on the 
verge of collapse), to him it still felt like “an open world”; recalled Lotte Lenya: 
“We had fun.” 193 For Adorno’s friends, Berlin was an experimental workshop 
for a new aesthetics politically committed to the goals of Marxist revolution. 194 
But in opposition to the Marxism of the Party, 195 the Berlin circle considered 
art too important to view it as a mere economically determined epiphenomenon. 
Whereas the Communist Party ultimately condemned modern art as a manifesta¬ 
tion of bourgeois decadence, Brecht believed that the new aesthetic techniques 
could be “refunctioned” (i umfunktioniert ), dialectically transformed from 
bourgeois tools into revolutionary ones which could bring about a critical 
consciousness of the nature of bourgeois society. 196 

Concerned with the role of art in transforming consciousness, it is not 
surprising that the Berlin group was attracted to a Hegelianized Marxism, which 
stressed the role of consciousness in the dialectic of social change, and which 
had been formulated in the early twenties by Karl Korscli 197 and Georg Luka'cs. 
Particularly influential was UikaCs’s book History and Class Consciousness 
(Geschichte und Klassenbewusstsein) of 1923, one of the seminal documents 
In iho birth of Western Marxism. m Lukdcs argued that dialectical materialism 
wai not a dogma but i “method / 1 a “road to truthwhich remained valid 
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even if Marx’s individual theses were “disproved once and for all. . . . ” 199 
Lukacs had been the friend of Ernst Bloch before the war, when both were 
students of Max Weber at Heidelberg, 200 and surely Adorno discussed History 
and Class Consciousness with Bloch and the Berlin circle in the late 1920s. 201 
Horkheimer, also a frequent visitor in Berlin, was extremely influenced by 
Lukacs’s book at this time, and he began studying the philosophies of Marx 
and Hegel in earnest, lecturing on both in his courses in political and social 
philosophy. 202 /It was a Hegelianized, Lukacs-oriented Marxism that Hork¬ 
heimer brought to the Frankfurt Institute when he became its director in 1931 
— with the original contribution of a Freudian approach to social psychology. 203 
But when Horkheimer went to the Institute, Adorno took a different step. 
Instead of following Horkheimer into problems of social theory, he remained 
concerned with problems of philosophy and aesthetics. Like the Berlin circle, 
he wanted to experiment with Marxism as a method of aesthetic analysis rather 
than analyzing society. 204 It was here that the influence of Walter Benjamin 
was decisive. 

In 1928 Adorno began meeting with Benjamin in Frankfurt, and they 
had a series of theoretical discussions. Although there is no specific documenta¬ 
tion of the contents of these talks, 205 they clearly marked a turning point 
for Adorno. In his writing before this time there was not a trace of Benjamin’s 
idiosyncratic terminology. But from 1928 on virtually everything that Adorno 
wrote bore the imprint of Benjamin’s language. 206 To someone like Adorno, 
reared in the tradition of Kraus and Schonberg, who viewed language as the 
“representation” of truth, 207 a change in vocabulary had a theoretical impor¬ 
tance of the first magnitude. 

Their friendship, it will be recalled, dated back to 1923, when Benjamin 
was influenced by Scholem’s scholarship in Jewish mysticism. During Adorno’s 
stay in Vienna Benjamin had moved in two paradoxical directions simulta¬ 
neously. One was toward his original goal of developing a cognitive theory on a 
Kantian base, which could account for religiomystical as well as philosophical 
experience. 208 The second was toward Marxism. Asja Lacis, a Latvian actress 
iind director, who had participated in Moscow in the proletarianization of the 
ni ls during the early Leninist years, gave herself credit for Benjamin’s making 
dial move, and it was she who introduced him to Bertolt Brecht. 209 She me I 
Benjamin in 1924, and they spent time in Capri and Positano. 210 Benjamin 
was sludying Hebrew and considering joining Scholem in Palestine, but Lacis 
argued that the path of a progressive man led instead to Moscow. 211 Benjamin 
did begin to concern himself with Marx (and with Lukacs’s Hegelianized inter¬ 
pretation of Marx), 212 but he hardly took a straight road to Moscow, lie was 
working al the lime on a literary study of Baroque drama, Urspmng des deub 
when Trauer spiels (The Origin of* German Tragic Drama). Lacis complained 
thut it was a dead topic; Benjamin countered (hai Baroque drama was analogous 
lo expressionism, and (hat he was thus indirectly giving philosophical legitima¬ 
tion to contemporary drama us well 311 

I Vul thero was more to this study. The Introductory chapter of the Trailer* 
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spiel book sketched out a Kantian-based yet Kabbalist-influenced theory of 
cognition that accounted for both philosophical and religious cognitive ex¬ 
perience, which had been his goal since 1918. 214 What tied this theoretical 
chapter to the rest of the study was an attitude toward aesthetic criticism very 
similar to that of Novalis and Schlegel, about which Benjamin had written in 
1919, 215 that is, that the task of the art critic was to see and to articulate 
conceptually the truth which the artwork expressed only sensuously. As the 
interpreter of truth, the activity of the critic and that of the philosopher 
coincided. 

^Benjamin submitted the Trauerspiel study to Hans Cornelius as his Habili- 
tationsschrift in 1925, and, like Adorno’s later Kant-Freud study, it was not 
accepted. 216 Benjamin managed to publish it anyway in 1928. Meanwhile, he 
was identifying increasingly with the Marxist left. 217 Benjamin’s intellectual 
dilemma was essentially the same as Adorno’s: how could he reconcile his 
Marxist commitment with his Kantian effort in philosophy, especially when, 
furthermore, he considered religiomystical and philosophical experience as one? 

What was remarkable about Benjamin and what made possible his con¬ 
tinued intellectual friendship with the unlikely triumvirate of Scholem, Adorno, 
and Brecht (each of whom was suspicious of the others) was that in his move 
to Marx, rather than forsake (Kantian) philosophy or (Kabbalist) mysticism, 
he retained what he considered their common cognitive structure but “refunc¬ 
tioned” it, to use Brecht’s term, 218 transforming idealist cognition into ma¬ 
terialist cognition, and religious illumination into profane illumination. This 
rather incredible accomplishment needed to be demonstrated to be believed. 
And this is precisely what happened in the fall of 1929. In September and 
October Adorno was with Benjamin in Konigstein, a small village outside Frank¬ 
furt in the Taunus mountains. Adorno referred a decade later to their “un¬ 
forgettable conversations” there, 219 and Benjamin in 1935 recalled these talks 
as “historical” in their significance. 220 It was then that Benjamin first read 
Adorno excerpts from the Passagenarbeit (Arcades study) 221 which would 
become his major work, a study of the Paris arcades of the nineteenth century 
which put into practice a Marxist, materialist version of the philosophical 
method he had outlined in his Trauerspiel book. As he wrote, the Trauerspiel 
book, although 

. . . certainly not materialist, was already dialectic. But what I didn’t know 
at the time of its formulation which soon after became clearer and clearer, 
was that from the very unique position of my philosophy of language 
there is a mediated relationship — even if still problematic and full of 
tension — to the observational method of dialectical materialism. 222 

This was not despite affinities between the Trauerspiel method and the Kab¬ 
balah, but because of them. 223 In fact, it was precisely in the structure of 
dialed ical materialism that I he cognitive experiences ol philosophy and mysl icism 
converged, resolving the problem which Benjamin had first posed in 19 \&} M 
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Benjamin’s procedure had affinities to that of the early Lukacs, 225 but 
also a high degree of originality 226 which may have struck Adorno as more 
faithful to Marx’s theoretical impulse than were Marx’s more orthodox disciples. 
It should be noted that Horkheimer participated, at least in part, in the Konig- 
stein talks (Benjamin referred to a momentous last discussion, with Horkheimer, 
Adorno, Asja Lacis, and Gretel Karplus around a table), 227 but although he was 
of one mind with many of the philosophical premises of the Konigstein program, 
his writings reflect nothing of the strength of Benjamin’s impact on Adorno. 
The latter was extraordinarily impressed. The language of his writing had al¬ 
ready begun to show the influence of Benjamin’s Trauerspiel study. 228 But, 
it seems, only now did he see its relevance to the intellectual conflicts with 
which his own move toward Marx confronted him. The effect on his work 
was immediate. A November, 1929, critique of Berg’s Wozzeck demonstrated 
both the enthusiasm of his conversion, 229 and the still rough, still undigested 
form in which he incorporated the new ideas. 

It was one of Adorno’s first music articles with a clearly Marxist commit¬ 
ment. 230 Indeed, published just after the stock market crash in New York, its 
political message was more direct than it would ever be again. 231 And yet 
already here, in this interpretation of Berg’s music, what distinguished Adorno’s 
materialist aesthetics was his argument that the validity, the truth of the music 
did not rest on the composer’s conscious political intent (Berg was no Marxist, 
and Wozzeck was an expressionist opera). Just as Benjamin discovered affinities 
between mysticism and materialism, so Adorno found a structural convergence 
between this music’s inner logic and a Marxist critical understanding of the 
reality of contemporary society. 232 

Nor did he stop there. Adorno also sought in this article to articulate a 
convergence between the music and the cognitive procedure of psychoanaly¬ 
sis. 233 All this was done with the aid of concepts from the introductory chapter 
of Benjamin’s Trauerspiel book 234 

In the same year Adorno began work on a second Habilitationsschrift 
with a totally new topic: it was an implementation of the cognitive method 
outlined in the introduction to Benjamin’s Trauerspiel chapter for the purpose 
of providing a Marxist critique of the philosophy of Soren Kierkegaard. 235 

The study (which never mentioned Marx directly) 236 was accepted by the 
Protestant theologian Paul Tillich, an antiauthoritarian teacher with prosocialist 
leanings, who was then a philosophy professor at Frankfurt University, 237 
and in 1931, the same year Horkheimer became director of the Frankfurt 
Institute, Adorno himself joined the Frankfurt philosophy faculty. He was 
Iwenly-eighl years old. His inaugural lecture outlined a program for a "‘dia¬ 
lectical,” “materialist” philosophy, in Benjamin km language and based on 
the Konigstein program, which governed his theoretical efforts for the rest of 
his life. 
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Chapter 2. Marx Minus 
the Proletariat: Theory As Praxis 


ADORNO'S "DIALECTICAL MATERIALISM" 

Adorno’s inaugural lecture, “Die Aktualitat der Philosophic” (The Actuality 
of Philosophy), presented in 1931 to the Frankfurt philosophy faculty and of¬ 
ficially rfiarking his entry to its ranks, outlined a program for philosophy which 
claimed to be both “dialectical” and “materialist.” 1 But, laden with the language 
of Benjamin’s Trauerspiel chapter, it was not dialectical materialism in any 
orthodox sense. And although it was indebted to Marx and might even be 
termed “Marxist,” it was not Marxism. No matter how hard one tries to defend 
Adorno as the true inheritor of Marx’s theoretical legacy — as a result of the 
controversy surrounding him in the late 1960s, Adorno has had his share of 
“Marxist” apologists — throughout his life he differed fundamentally from Marx 
in that his philosophy never included a theory of political action. Although he 
continued to insist on the necessity for revolutionary social change, such state¬ 
ments remained abstract insofar as Adorno’s theory contained no concept of a 
collective revolutionary subject which might accomplish that change. It has been 
noted frequently that Adorno adhered to the Jewish Bilderverbot by refusing 
to delineate the nature of postrevolutionary society. 2 But his silence on this 
point — which Marx to a large extent shared — was never so profound as his total 
refusal to deal with the problem of revolutionary praxis. 

In 1966 Adorno wrote: “Philosophy, which once seemed obsolete, lives on 
because the moment to realize it was missed.” 3 It is a mistake, however, to as¬ 
sume from this often-quoted introduction to Negative Dialektik that in the pre- 
Hitler years, when the realization of philosophy still had a chance, Adorno’s 
position regarding the legitimacy of doing philosophy was anything different. 
Whereas Jay has written of the Frankfurt Institute in general and Horkheimer 
in particular that they reluctantly gave up belief in I lie revolutionary power of 
the proletariat only after Miller’s consolidation of power and still not fully 
until the outbreak of Woild War II, 4 it is impossible to document such a gradual 
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disillusionment in the case of Adorno. This does not necessarily prove thal 
Adorno never placed his hope in the proletariat. 5 What it does indicate is thal 
he refused to incorporate this class within the foundation of his theory, to 
allow theory’s validity to be in any way dependent upon the existence of a col¬ 
lective revolutionary subject or the possibility of its direct application to political 
praxis. 

Adorno retained this position in the 1960s, 6 to the great frustration of the 
new student leftists: how could one claim to be a Marxist theorist without giving 
theoretical support to the proletariat, or to any other revolutionary class? Despite 
this apparent contradiction, Adorno’s position did have an inner logic based on 
his intellectual experiences, which by 1931 had convinced him of three things: 
that any philosophy, and Marxism was certainly no exception, lost its legitimacy 
when it overstepped the boundaries of material experience and claimed meta¬ 
physical knowledge (this had been the lesson of Cornelius’s neo-Kantianism); 
that the criterion of truth was rational rather than pragmatic, and hence theory 
could not be subordinated to political or revolutionary goals; and that avant- 
garde art, even when as with Schonberg’s music it had no consciously political 
intent, could be progressive rather than simply bourgeois decadence, that it was 
not mere ideology, but, at least potentially, a form of enlightenment as well. 

As has been noted, Adorno’s move to Marx (like that of Horkheimer, ben¬ 
jamin, and the Berlin circle) was decisively influenced by Lukacs’s 1923 book 
History and Class Consciousness. In order to understand Adorno’s reception of 
Marx, the exact nature of Lukacs’s influence needs to be made clear. For as 
strong as it was, it was strictly limited. Adorno never accepted Lukacs’s early 
interpretation of Marx in its entirety. 


RECEPTION OF LUKACS 

Lukacs opposed the mechanistic, deterministic, “vulgar” Marxism which 
had dominated the Second International, and by claiming that Marxism was 
essentially a dialectical “method,” he returned to Marx’s Hegelian roots. Lukacs’s 
understanding of dialectical materialism had two components. The firs! was 
negative. He saw it as a method for critically analyzing the dialectical relationship 
between bourgeois consciousness and material social conditions. As Ideologic - 
krifik, it was a metacriticism of bourgeois intellectual efforts, a demonstration 
o! the necessary limits of all bourgeois theories in their attempts to know 
reality. The second level was positive. Lukacs moved from a social critique of 
bourgeois consciousness to an affirmation of the revolutionary consciousness 
of the proletariat class. The mediating link was a concept of the historical 
totality which, through a materialistic interpretation of Hegel’s alienation 
theory, revealed the proletariat as the subject object of history and hence the 
only class capable of “true" consciousness, in good Hegelian fashion, the dialog- 

% 



26 THE ORIGIN OF NEGATIVE DIALECTICS 


tical process of knowledge was thereby “seen to be identical with the course of 
history.” 7 

Hence for Lukacs Marxism was a method of cognition which led to a program 
of action. But Adorno never took this second step. From the start, he remained 
unimpressed by Lukacs’s equation of truth with proletariat class consciousness 
and by the Hegelian concept of history which it implied. His debt to Lukacs was 
clearly limited to the negative level of Ideologiekritik, the critical analysis of 
bourgeois class consciousness. 

Lukacs’s Ideologiekritik proceeded by analyzing the dialectical relation¬ 
ship of the part to the whole: “This means that ‘ideological’ and ‘economic’ 
problems lose their exclusiveness and merge into one another.” 8 Instead of re¬ 
ducing bourgeois thought to the economic conditions of its production, Lukacs 
argued that the nature of those conditions could be found within the intellectual 
phenomena themselves. Indeed, each single aspect of society contained “the 
possibility of unravelling the whole abundance of the totality from within it¬ 
self.” 9 But this possibility could only be realized when the structure of the social 
totality was identified. And here lay Lukacs’s most original contribution. 10 He 
maintained that the commodity structure, whose mysteries Marx had dispelled 
in the first Chapter of Kapital, permeated every aspect of bourgeois society, in¬ 
cluding the very patterns of bourgeois thought. The problem of commodities, 
he asserted, was “the central structural problem of capitalist society in all its 
aspects”; it was the “model of all the objective forms of bourgeois society, to¬ 
gether with all the subjective forms corresponding to them.” 11 

In his famous chapter “Reification and Class Consciousness,” Lukacs ana¬ 
lyzed the tradition of bourgeois philosophy, demonstrating that the antinomies 
which continuously appeared within it had the same structure as the contradic¬ 
tions of bourgeois economic production. He argued that the fundamental prob¬ 
lem of idealism, the dualistic separation of subject and object, had its prototype 
in the problem of commodities, in which products appeared as objects divorced 
from the workers who had produced them. The concept of reification provided 
the key to both. Just as commodities in the realm of production took on a 
reified form, became “fetishes” which appeared cut off from the social process 
of their production, so bourgeois theory’s reified conception of the “object” as 
an immutable “given” obscured the sociohistorical process through which it had 
come to be. And just as the reified commodities took on an abstract exchange 
value, divorced from their social use value, so the reification of bourgeois logic 
was manifested in its abstract separation of form from content. Hence the limit 
to bourgeois thought was “objective; it is the class situation itself.” 12 The sig¬ 
nificance of Lukacs’s analysis was that instead of seeing bourgeois theory as a 
mere epiphenomenon, a thin veil for naked class interests, lie argued and at¬ 
tempted to demonstrate that even the best bourgeois thinkers, in their most 
honest intellectual efforts, were not able to resolve contradictions in their theories, 
because the latter were based on a reality which was itself contradictory. Once 
these thinkers accepted given social reality as the reality, they had to come upon 
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a barrier of irrationality which could not be overcome (and which had led Kan I 
to posit the thing-in-itself), because that barrier could not be removed from 
theory without being removed from society. Conversely, if theorists could see 
through the reified appearances, they would recognize that the antinomies of 
philosophy were due not to the inadequacies of reason, but to those of the 
reality in which reason tried to find itself. And this, claimed Lukacs, was 
“tantamount to observing society from a class standpoint other than that of the 
bourgeoisie,” 13 that is, the revolutionary class of the proletariat. 

There can be no doubt that for Adorno, Lukacs’s insight into the manifesta¬ 
tions of commodity structure within bourgeois consciousness was “of an im¬ 
portance which can scarcely be overestimated,” 14 and that the time of its impact 
on him occurred directly following his initial move toward Marxism. Whereas his 
1927 Kant-Freud study shows no influence of Lukacs’s philosophically sophis¬ 
ticated Ideologiekritik (and this was precisely its weakness), the critical analysis 
of Kierkegaard, on which he worked from 1929 to 1933, was heavily indebted 
to Lukacs’s concepts of “reification,” “commodity structure,” and “fetishism.” 
Not only did Adorno further pursue Lukacs’s method of analyzing bourgeois 
philosophy; he extended its application to the sphere of music. 15 

After World War II, with the horrors of Auschwitz and Hiroshima, Adorno 
identified the structure of domination as the primary evil: “As opposed to the 
possibility of total catastrophe, reification is an epiphenomenon. . . .” 16 But 
during the thirties, Adorno seems to have accepted as correct Lukacs’s claim 
that there was no solution to the problems of bourgeois philosophy “that could 
not be found in the solution to the riddle of the commodity-structure.” 17 In¬ 
deed, in his inaugural lecture of 1931 the only illustration he gave for his philo¬ 
sophical program was an example borrowed from Lukacs: the use of the com¬ 
modity structure to unriddle the Kantian problem of the thing-in-itself. Yet 
Adorno did not fully identify his program with that of Lukacs. He wrote that the 
solution to the thing-in-itself problem was not solved 

. .\ in the sense that somehow the social conditions might be revealed under 
which the thing-in-itself problem came into existence, as Lukacs even thought 
the solution to be; for the truth content of a problem isinprinciple different 
from the historical and psychological conditions out of which it grows. But 
it might be possible that from a sufficient construction of the commodity 
structure the thing-in-itself problem absolutely disappeared: that the histori 
cal figure of commodity and of exchange value just like a source of light laid 
free the form of a reality over whose hidden meaning the investigation of 
the thing-in-itself problem troubled itself in vain, because it doesn’t have 
any hidden meaning which would he redeemable from its one-time and first 
time historical appearance. 18 


Adorno was not disagreeing with Lukacs’s analytical procedure. The distinction 
he made related instead io the significance of that procedure. It was the philo¬ 
sophical validity of the approach which impressed him. fl will be recalled that 
Huns Cornelius had rejected the Kantian doctrine of the thlng-in-itself as a melu- 
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physical residue. 19 Lukacs, didn’t just reject this doctrine, he explained its 
historical appearance. And for Adorno the real significance of this explanation, 
that objective reality (the commodity form of bourgeois society) was present 
within subjective consciousness (Kantian idealism), was that it exposed as false 
the Kantian premise of the duality of subject and object which had been the 
source of the thing-in-itself problem in the first place. Adorno was convinced of 
the truth of this analysis regardless of whether or not it reflected the “stand¬ 
point of the proletariat.” Objective truth might indeed converge with this 
class’s subjective standpoint, but such a correspondence between theory and 
proletariat self-interest was not the criterion of truth. At least in the beginning, 
Adorno and Benjamin seem to have been of one mind on this point, and it distin¬ 
guished their reception of Marx from even their closest intellectual colleagues. 20 
Benjamin wrote to a friend that same year (1931) explaining that he was a 
materialist because this position came nearest to “truth,” and warned against 

. . . seeing me as an advocate of dialectical materialism as a dogma, but in¬ 
stead as an investigator of reality, to whom the attitude [Haltung] of the 
materialist appears more scientific and humane in all things that move be¬ 
fore us, than that of the idealist. 21 

Adorno thus considered it possible to accept Lukacs’s dialectical materialism 
as a cognitive method only, without embracing his ontological theory of the 
historical process or his concept of the proletariat as subject-object of that 
process. That these two levels could be held separate was not Lukacs’s intent. 
He insisted on the identity between “objective understanding of the nature of 
society” and “the self-understanding of the proletariat class.” 22 Fresh from his 
experience as Deputy Commissar for Education in the short-lived Hungarian 
Soviet Republic, Lukacs’s intent was to convince intellectuals to become revolu¬ 
tionaries. The purpose of his critique of bourgeois consciousness was to prove 
that what thinkers of his time had called the “cultural crisis” could not be over¬ 
come on the level of theory, but only by joining the proletariat cause. 23 

But his intention had a danger of backfiring. The very sophistication of his 
critique, which made dialectical materialism intellectually respectable, 24 provided 
Adorno with a most effective tool for continuing to do philosophy. 


REJECTION OF THE PROLETARIAT 

Why did Adorno limit his acceptance of dialectical materialism to the level 
of critical cognition? Given his almost literal following of Lukacs’s critique of 
bourgeois consciousness, why was he so unwilling to affirm the alternative, the 
revolutionary consciousness of the proletarian class? 

In the first place, in his re-Hegelianizalion of Marx, Lukacs’s concept of the 
proletariat as the subject-object of history was a highly problematic const met. 25 
Not only did it remain faithful to Hegel's ontological schema of the dialectic 
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of history, and hence border on metaphysics. 26 It had to deal with the fact that 
the actual, empirically existing workers did not see the world from the “stand¬ 
point of the proletariat class.” Well aware of this difficulty, Lukacs introduced 
the distinction between “empirical” and “imputed” (. zugerechnete ) conscious¬ 
ness, i.e., what the proletariat would think if they had an accurate awareness of 
their objective position. His theory then bridged the gap between empirical and 
imputed consciousness by positing the Party as the embodiment of the proletariat 
“general will.” 27 The possession of correct theory made the Party the legitimate 
spokesman, the “vanguard of the revolutionary class.” 28 The Party was “dis¬ 
tinguished from the rest of the proletariat by the fact that it has a clear under¬ 
standing of the historical path to be taken by the proletariat as a whole.” 29 It 
provided the mediating link, the organ in which theory and praxis converged. 

This vision of the Communist Party spearheading the movement through 
which the proletariat, the “subject-object” of history, would realize its “histori¬ 
cal mission” 30 was far more compelling in the early twenties than at the end of 
the decade. Writing in the potential-charged years immediately following the 
Russian Revolution and World War I, Lukacs was caught up in the messianic 
conviction, “very much alive at the time, that the great revolutionary wave that 
would soon sweep the whole world, or Europe at the very least, to socialism had 
in no way been broken. . . .” 31 After 1924, the Third International admitted 
that European capitalism had entered an era of “relative stability.” 32 Willi 
Stalin’s consolidation of power, the goal of world revolution was subordinated 
to the program of building socialism in one country. The outbreak of world 
depression may have given new conviction to the prophecy that the contradic¬ 
tions of capitalist society would be “reproduced by the dialectical mechanics of 
history at a higher level, in an altered form and with increased intensity.” 33 Ycl 
neither the German Communist Party nor the workers themselves possessed a 
consciousness that could turn this crisis into a revolution. In 1928 the Com¬ 
munist International reversed its previous tactic of a “united front,” and despile 
world depression and the rising power of Hitler, the Party continued to de¬ 
nounce the non-Communist left as “Social-Fascists,” a strategy which divided 
the workers and benefited the National Socialists. In the September election of 
1930, with more than 4 million German workers unemployed, 6.4 million votes 
were cast for the National Socialists, while the Communists received 4.6 mil¬ 
lion. 34 And in the next two years, the strength of Hitler’s party continued lo 
increase. 

Moreover, and this was probably the decisive factor for Adorno, 35 theory, 
when transformed into an instrument of revolution, manipulated truth ac¬ 
cording to the needs of Party strategy. It had become clear by the end of the 
twenties that Party loyalty, in the name of enabling the realization of theorcLi 
cal truth, demanded its submission. This dialectical reversal was already present 
in Lukaes’s book. As lie admitted, within the Parly “what was right today can 
be wrong tomorrow/ 06 The criterion for correct; theory was thus reduced to 
sheer pragmatism: 
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The pre-eminently practical nature of the Communist Party, the fact that 
it is a fighting party presupposes its possession of a correct theory, for 
otherwise the consequences of a false theory would soon destroy it. 37 

Furthermore, Lukacs had no illusions as to the discipline demanded of Party 
members: “the active engagement of the total personality .” 38 Arguing against 
Rosa Luxemburg’s statement (also Adorno’s sentiment) that “freedom is always 
freedom for the one who thinks differently,” 39 Lukacs countered: “Freedom 
Enlist serve the rule of the proletariat, not the other way round.” 40 As a result 
of submission to the Party, the role of consciousness in the revolutionary struggle, 
which Lukacs’s book had done so much to reinstate in Marxist theory, lost its 
material base, the concrete consciousness of actual human beings. 

Lukacs’s personal history was a living example of this dialectical reversal in¬ 
herent in his theory. In 1924 he demonstrated his solidarity with the Bolsheviza- 
tion of the Third International by writing a eulogy of Lenin, whose concept of 
dialectical materialism was markedly different from Lukacs’s early theory. 
Later that year Zinoviev explicitly denounced History and Class Consciousness 
as “theoretical revisionism.” 41 In 1928 Lukacs’s “Blum-theses,” which contra¬ 
dicted the International’s rejection of the united front strategy, were branded a 
“right deviation.” 42 Lukacs again submitted to Party censure. In January 1931 
(the year of Adorno’s inaugural lecture outlining his own brand of dialectical 
materialism) a decree of the Bolshevik Party Central Committee eliminated the 
freedom to dispute the official interpretation of dialectical materialist philosophy. 
That same year Lukacs began writing for the Party journal Die Linkskurve in 
support of proletarian literature and in protest against all attempts to distinguish 
art from propaganda 43 Finally, in 1934, Lukacs openly renounced History and 
Class Consciousness for being guilty of what Lenin had termed “materialism on 
the surface” but “idealism underneath.” 44 

By the time of Adorno’s move to Marxism, the careers of Lukacs and other 
Communist intellectuals had made it clear that solidarity with the Party neces¬ 
sitated sacrificing intellectual independence, which Adorno considered not only 
essential for critical thinking but fully compatible with his own “Marxist” theory. 
The very fact that he incorporated Lukacs’s early method was an implicit 
criticism of the Party which had denounced it. At the same time, like Lukacs 
(and like Lenin), he was fully aware of the inadequacies of the workers’empirical 
consciousness. It was on this point that Adorno broke with Brecht. Writing to 
Benjamin in 1936 and citing Lenin in his support, he criticized Brecht for ad¬ 
dressing his works 

... to the actual consciousness of the actual proletariat, who have nothing, 
absolutely nothing, over the bourgeoisie except for an interest in the revolu¬ 
tion, but who otherwise bear all the marks of the bourgeoisie’s truncated 
personality. 45 

Faced with the dilemma of submitting In (lie Party as Lukacs had done or, like 
Brecht, appealing to th> pmlctaiial at its present level of consciousness, Adorno 
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took a third position, one which he later termed “non-participation” (nicht 
mitmachen). He insisted on the freedom of the intellectual from Party control, 
indeed from all direct concern as to the effect of his work upon the public, while 
at the same time maintaining that valid intellectual activity was revolutionary in 
itself. Adorno was arguing that theory and political praxis were nonidentical and 
that their relationship was a highly mediated one. He accepted as necessary the 
division of labor between intellectual and manual workers, and even among the 
intellectual disciplines: “in reified society, all progress occurs via continued 
specialization.” 46 

Here he ran directly counter to the Lukacs of History and Class Conscious¬ 
ness, who viewed division of labor as the archevil. Lukacs claimed that on the 
level of theory, specialization led to fragmentary knowledge which prevented 
intellectuals as well as workers from seeing through the reified appearances of 
reality: “The specialization of skills leads to the destruction of every image of 
the whole.” 47 On the level of praxis, as Breines has pointed out, Lukacs’s under¬ 
standing of dialectical materialism necessitated the liquidation of the division 
of labor 

... in the very formation of the revolutionary forces. On the one hand, 
the proletariat must begin to dissolve itself as a proletariat by becoming 
historically and class conscious; on the other hand, philosophers, located 
at the other end of the social division of labor, must begin to dissolve them¬ 
selves as philosophers (and begin to dissolve philosophy as philosophy) by 
becoming conscious of proletarian class consciousness and participants in 
^its full emergence. Both, hand workers and mind workers, must begin to 
become “whole men”. . . , 48 

In accepting the division between theory and political praxis, was Adorno’s 
“Marxism” a radical deviation? Whether one’s frame of reference is Marxist- 
Leninism or Lukacs’s neo-Hegelianism, the answer is clearly yes. 49 

It needs to be remembered that when Adorno first outlined his “dialecti¬ 
cal,” “materialist” theory, his frame of reference was still Kantian rather than 
Hegelian. 50 Whereas Lukacs conceptualized the dialectical relationship between 
subject and object as the relationship between (proletarian class) consciousness 
and the sociohistorical totality , for Adorno the subject was the individual’s 
consciousness, and the object referred to the particular phenomena of experi¬ 
ence. In line with Benjamin’s theoretical design, Adorno conceived of dialectical 
materialism as a cognitive method based on an essentially Kantian structure of 
experience. One could say (although Karl Kraus would have winced at the Ian 
guage) that if Lukacs re-Hegelianized Marx, then Adorno re-Kantianizcd Lukacs. 

And yet Adorno may have been influenced by writings of the young Marx 
which had not been available lo Lukacs in 1923, specifically, the 1844 Economic 
and Philosophic Manuscripts. 9 * In these early manuscripts it was not Hegel's 
dialectic of history which Marx considered his great contribution, but the fact 
that in his “dialectic of negativity us the moving and productive principle” 
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Hegel “grasps the concept of work.” 52 But whereas “the only labor Hegel 
knows and recognizes is abstract mental labor,” 53 Marx argued that work — not 
only manual labor but intellectual labor as well — was concrete social praxis. 
In the third manuscript Marx stated: 

Even as I am scientifically 54 active, etc. — an activity I can seldom pursue in 
direct community with others — I am socially active because I am active as 
man. Not only is the material of my activity — such as the language in which 
the thinker is active — given to me as a social product, but my own existence 
is social activity; what I make from myself I make for society, conscious of 
my nature as social. . . . 5S 


THE ARTIST AS WORKER 

Whether or not Adorno was in fact inspired by Marx’s early writings, 56 the 
notion that writers and artists were themselves productive workers, more similar 
to the proletariat than to their capitalist exploiters, was widespread among mem¬ 
bers of the Berlin circle. Brecht referred to intellectuals as “brain-workers” 
(Kopfarbeiter ) and Benjamin wrote a theoretical article on “The Author as 
Producer.” 57 If this attitude was aimed at demystifying the bourgeois cult of the 
artist, who was no longer a creator but a producer for the market, it was also an 
implicit protest against the conception of intellectuals as mere spokesmen for 
the Party, and hence against the increasing intellectual repression marked by the 
purges in Russia during the thirties. Stalin’s communism and Hitler’s fascism 
converged in their condemnation of modern art as degenerate. 

The contrast between Lukacs’s practical experience in the Budapest Soviet 
and Adorno’s discussions of Marx within his literary circle in Berlin manifests 
itself in their differing conception of the intellectuals’ role — according to 
Lukacs, they were the vanguard of the Revolution; according to Adorno, they 
were the revolutionary avant-garde. Despite the common Renaissance-military 
origin of these words, their meanings had diverged in history. Specifically, the 
military connotations of the term avant-garde had become purely metaphorical 
by the nineteenth century. It applied to literary and aesthetic rather than socio¬ 
political praxis. And if in the pre-1848 period the artistic avant-garde allied it¬ 
self with political revolutionaries and after the failure of the Paris Commune 
that alliance was renewed, 58 the subsequent movement of Fart pour Vart clearly 
demonstrated that politics was not its essential characteristic. The avant-garde 
rejected bourgeois cultural tradition; the fact that such rejection functioned as 
social protest was in many cases a secondary consideration, or even totally un¬ 
intentional. Lukacs’s notion of the Party vanguard implied that the intellectual's 
role was one of leadership and political instruction, whereas the model of* the 
avant-garde was antiauthoritarian: the intellectual was an experiinentor, 59 open 
endedly defying dogma; Ids leadership was exemplary rather than pedagogic. 
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In this connection, Brecht’s program for “refunctioning” ( umfunktionieren ) 
modern aesthetic techniques was important: aesthetic creation was a sector of 
production, and the artist’s revolutionary role was to dialectically transform the 
technical developments within his own profession, reversing their function from 
ideological tools into tools of human liberation. 60 It followed that, as Bloch 
wrote, “there is nothing in creative reality that does not belong to Marxism and 
its goals.” 61 What counted was not the bourgeois origins of the techniques, but 
the critical attitude which the intellectual brought to them. Just this was what 
Adorno had in mind when he referred to the work of the artist or theorist as 
dialectical praxis. 

There emerged out of this conception a totally new meaning of the Marxist 
concepts of “forces of production” and “relations of production” ( Produktiv - 
krafte , Produktionsverhaltnisse ). In Adorno’s music articles of the thirties, “forces 
of production” referred not to the music industry, not to the production of 
music as an economic enterprise, but to techniques of composing and the musi¬ 
cal material as it developed historically; and, “relations of production” meant 
the relations not between capitalist and worker, or even conductor and musician 
(there is never a mention of anything so mundane as a musicians’ union), but 
between the composer (or conductor, musician, or audience) and the music it¬ 
self. Adorno’s articles were concerned with musical “production” in the sense of 
composition, “reproduction” in the sense of musicians’ and conductors’ inter¬ 
pretation, and “consumption” in the sense of audience reception. 62 Similarly, 
when Horkheimer talked about the “productive forces” of scientific theory 
being restricted by the “historical process,” he meant that there was a tendency 
to repress theoretical work critical of the social order. 63 Crucial to the “Critical 
Theory” of the Frankfurt Institute under Horkheimer’s directorship was the 
belief that bourgeois theoretical methods, “like a material tool of production,” 
could be refunctioned from oppressive tools into liberating ones. 64 

But what were the criteria for such refunctioning? How could one know 
that the technical material of theory or of art had been “liberated”? Here was 
the point on which Adorno and Brecht split ranks. In 1930 Adorno could still 
write a favorable review of Brecht’s drama Mahagonny, with its Marxist political 
message. 65 And they shared against Lukacs not only an affirmation of modern 
art techniques, 65 but also the belief that valid art (and theory) revealed social 
contradictions rather than presenting aesthetic resolution of them; therefore 
intellectual work should be viewed as a series of trial experiments or “attempts” 
(Versuche ) rather than the construction of holistic systems. But by the end of 
1930, with the polarizing effect of economic and political crisis, Brecht wrote 
in justification of the artist’s submission to practical imperatives: “No: neither 
artists nor their historians can be declared free from guilt for our conditions, 
nor can they be released from the duty to work at changing the conditions,” 66 
In the fail of (hat same year Adorno had made it dear where he stood by re¬ 
signing from the editorial staff of a Viennese avant-garde nvi$\c\uu\'m\ t Anbmch, 
when it moved close to the Communist Party and adopted the vlow that only 
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intentionally political music was meaningful. He wrote to Krenek that “I have 
broken my contract with Anbmch because the publishers want to transform 
the sheet into a pure propaganda organ and would have taken from me even 
the most modest intellectual freedom. . . .” 67 

Both Adorno and Brecht agreed that the goal of intellectual work was 
critical enlightenment, the freeing of “consciousness” from the veil of bour¬ 
geois ideology, but the question was, whose consciousness, that of theorists 
and artists or that of the proletariat? Brecht opted for the proletariat, claiming 
that the artist had to ally himself with the workers’ cause and appeal to the 
empirically existing consciousness of the proletariat for the purpose of political 
education. But Adorno insisted that the criterion for art could not be its political 
effect on the audience. 68 Benjamin was caught between them. Like Adorno he 
was initially attracted to dialectical materialism for its truth value rather than 
its political effects, but the influence of Brecht became increasingly apparent. 
In 1934 Benjamin wrote that political validity of necessity implied aesthetic 
validity. 

. . . that the tendency of a work of literature can be politically correct only 
if it is also correct in the literary sense. That means that the tendency which 
is politically correct includes a literary tendency. 69 

On the one hand, then, he supported Adorno’s position that the writer’s solidarity 
with the proletariat “can never be other than mediated”: 70 not his attitude 
toward the proletariat, but his attitude toward the productive process determined 
his place in the class struggle. 71 On the other, he argued with Brecht that politi¬ 
cal commitment was a necessary, if not sufficient, condition for valid intellectual 
work. 72 He concluded that only one thing was demanded of the writer: 

. . . the demand to think, to reflect upon his position in the production pro¬ 
cess. We can be sure that such thinking, in the writers who matter — that is 
to say the best technicians in their particular branches of the trade — will 
sooner or later lead them to confirm very soberly their solidarity with the 
proletariat. 73 

But Benjamin’s dismissal of the differences between Adorno and Brecht was 
wishful thinking. 74 The most technically innovative artists were often in fact 
aloof from politics, and not understood by the bourgeois public, much less the 
proletariat. Adorno did not delude himself on either issue, and as his letters to 
Benjamin with their repeated admonitions document, 75 he stood clearly on the 
side of the innovative artist. 

The issue for him was Schonberg’s music. It had no conscious political in¬ 
tent, and absolutely no appeal for a working-class audience. Brecht compared 
Schonberg’s music with the neighing of a horse about to be butchered and 
processed for bockwurst. 76 The Schbnberg-lraincd composer Ilanns Lislcr, now 
Brecht’s collaborator, complained: 

I Selidnbcrjj] said somewhere: “the fact that listeners are there appears to be 
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necessary, because an empty concert hall doesn’t sound good.” In other 
words: I somehow put up with them, as material, but I could get by without 
them. 77 

Yet throughout the thirties Adorno not only continued to defend the new music 
despite its political autonomy; he interpreted Schonberg’s compositional pro¬ 
cedure as authentically dialectical. 78 

Ironically, it was Lukacs who provided Adorno with a justification of his 
position against Brecht. Lukacs had argued that correct revolutionary conscious¬ 
ness could not be equated with the empirically existing consciousness of the 
working class and therefore a Party elite was justified; Adorno used the same 
argument to justify an intellectual elite, claiming that if understanding of the 
new music was limited to an exclusive audience, “then that is the fault of the 
social structure and not the experimental artist.” 79 More importantly, Lukacs 
unintentionally supported Adorno’s position in another way. History and Class 
Consciousness had sought to demonstrate that the commodity structure had 
permeated the “material” upon which the thinker or the artist worked — not 
only its content but also its form. Adorno’s argument was essentially that if the 
bourgeois intellectual tradition, if its philosophy and art, reflected the com¬ 
modity structure of capitalist society, then the material contained within it 
the problems of society translated into a different mode. When the intellectual 
“worker” confronted technical problems of his discipline, he was dealing in a 
mediated fashion with the problems of the social totality: 

[Music] fulfills its social function more accurately when, within its own 
material and according to its own rules of form, it brings to articulation 
the social problems which it contains all the way to the inmost cells of 
its technique. In this sense, the job of music as art bears a specific analogy 
to that of social theory. 80 

If the intellectual’s problems (as Lukacs had argued) reflected the antagonisms 
of the social structure, then there was no necessity to go outside the division 
of labor and take on an “imputed” proletarian consciousness. Indeed, the in¬ 
tellectual worker could paradoxically best serve the proletariat by remaining an 
intellectual. From this viewpoint, it could be argued that the theorist or artist 
who intentionally manipulated his material in order to achieve a particular 
political effect was in fact a psychological idealist, ignoring the objective de¬ 
mands made upon him by the historically developed, socially mediated material 
of his trade. Hence Adorno could claim that 

. . . precisely in his solitariness and isolation the composer curries out social 
demands; Hint society itself dwells in the inmost cells of the self-enclosed 
technical problems, and he registers its demands all I he more legitimately, 
the less he is prompted from Hie outside, arbitrarily, and in constraint of 
the rule of form | Fornigesetz 1, 81 

Schttnherg's revolution In music* the “dialectical" neguUon of tonality which 
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had been the bourgeois form of music, provided the model for what Adorno 
hoped to accomplish in philosophy, his own sector of intellectual “production.” 
The program which he outlined in his inaugural lecture of 1931 called for the 
dialectical negation of idealism, the bourgeois form of philosophy: 

I am not afraid of the reproach of unfruitful negativity. ... If philosophical 
interpretation can in fact only prosper dialectically, then the first dialectical 
point of attack is given by a philosophy which cultivates precisely those 
problems whose removal appears more pressingly necessary than the addi¬ 
tion of a new answer to so many old ones. . . . Only in the strictest dialectical 
communication with the most recent solution-attempts of philosophy and 
of philosophical terminology can a real change of philosophical conscious¬ 
ness prevail. 82 

It must be emphasized that Adorno never equated theoretical praxis with revolu¬ 
tionary political praxis. A “change of philosophical consciousness” (or a “change 
of musical consciousness” 83 ) would not cause a change in real social conditions. 
The latter could be brought about “only socially, by changing society.” 84 The 
contribution of theory or art and its interpretation, its “change-causing ges¬ 
ture,” 85 was in robbing the present of its ideological justification. Adorno’s goal 
was the “explosion of reification.” 86 His critical attack aimed at tearing away 
the ideological veil of reification which prevented true knowledge of social reality. 
This conception of the role of intellectual praxis was a recognition of the limita¬ 
tions of theory rather than its omnipotence. Here he differed from the Left 
Hegelians with whom, due to the absence in his theory of a concept of the 
proletariat, he has often been critically compared. In 1932 Adorno wrote Ernst 
Krenek criticizing the “bourgeois” position which “considers the world to be 
the product of Mind and correctable merely by means of Mind, whereas both 
are entwined in one another and the correction can only be conceived in the 
dialectic between them.” 87 

Yet it must be admitted that Adorno never fully explained the nature of 
the relationship between theory and social change. It seems clear that he viewed 
critical negativity as a creative force in itself, believed that it could, through its 
own strength, at least attain knowledge of the truth, and that the resulting 
change in “consciousness” would somehow lead to social praxis. His letter to 
Krenek continued: 

To this extent I would agree with Benjamin’s statement concerning the scar 
on the body of society, namely we intellectuals: admittedly not without 
thinking of what Kierkegaard says of despair in Sickness unto Death, name¬ 
ly that the sickness, dialectically, is at the same time the cure. 88 

But precisely whose consciousness was to be changed? Obviously the intellec¬ 
tuals’, yet (his alone was not a sufficient condition for the revolution of society. 
If the intellectuals were the avant-garde, then whom were they leading? 
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THE EXAMPLE OF "REVOLUTIONARY" MUSIC 

In order to illustrate this problem, as well as the elements which distinguished 
Adorno’s notion of intellectual praxis from those of Lukacs on the one hand 
and Brecht on the other, there is no better place to begin than his 1932 article 
“Zur gesellschaftlichen Lage der Musik” (On the Social Situation of Music). It 
was Adorno’s first contribution to Horkheimer’s Institute journal, the Zeit- 
schrift fur Sozialforschung . 89 It outlined a materialist aesthetics of music, and 
because compositional praxis was Adorno’s model for philosophical praxis, this 
analysis demonstrates the nature of his reception of Marx generally, as well as 
the intellectual difficulties into which it led him. The article began with an un¬ 
mistakably Lukacsian statement: “The role of music in the social process is 
exclusively that of a commodity; its value is that of the market.” 90 Adorno 
acknowledged that music’s commodity nature was not in itself new. 91 But 
whereas in the nineteenth century music-making formed part of the private 
lives of bourgeois families, now, with “the technology of radio and film which 
belonged to powerful monopolies, and with unlimited access to the total capitalist 
propaganda apparatus,” 92 it had become almost exclusively an event of the mar¬ 
ketplace. As a specifically capitalist commodity, it had become reified. Its use 
value had been fully subsumed under its exchange value, and this, claimed Adorno, 
was the source of music’s alienation from the bourgeois listening public 93 But 
instead of simply lamenting this condition, Adorno found in it a positive mo¬ 
ment: it gave music a degree of autonomy and hence of revolutionary potential, 
whereas if music tried to overcome its alienation by accommodating the public, 
it contributed only “to covering up the situation.” 94 The alienation of music, 
then, was the mark of its nonparticipation in the bourgeois status quo. It was no 
use to appeal to the proletariat, whose consciousness had become as stupefied as 
that of the bourgeoisie: “Just as theory transcends the present consciousness of 
the masses, so music must do likewise.” 95 Instead of attempting to reestablish 
the immediacy of art, music’s proper concern was its own material: “here and 
now music can do nothing else but present the social antinomies within its own 
structure, which also carry the guilt for music’s isolation.” 96 If music, like 
theory, could not change social conditions, it could at least articulate those 
conditions rather than perpetuate a false ideology: 

Music which wishes to justify its right to exist today must in a certain sense 
possess the character of knowledge. Within its material, music must purely 
articulate I he problems which the material itself never purely natural but 
sociohistorically produced — presents to it; the solutions which music rinds 
thereby are like those of theory: social postulates are contained in them, 
whose relationship to praxis may indeed be highly mediated and difficult, 
and which can in no way be easily realized 
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Music, like theory, had to satisfy itself with a dialectical rather than immediate 
relationship to praxis. Even progressive music ought not to be viewed “as ‘class¬ 
less’ and itself the music of the future . .. but indeed music which most accurately 
fulfills its dialectical cognitive function [Erkenntnisfunktion] .” 98 As with his 
program for philosophy, Adorno claimed that music’s revolutionary contribu¬ 
tion was a function of its critical negativity: 

The extraordinarily violent protest which such music confronts in the 

present society . . . appears nonetheless to suggest that the dialectical func¬ 
tion of this music can already be felt in praxis, if only merely negatively, as 

“destruction.” 99 

Analyzing certain specific trends in contemporary music, Adorno demon¬ 
strated that the relationship of music to progressive social forces was not self- 
evident, but needed to be interpreted in each case, and this was the function of 
aesthetic criticism. He strongly attacked Gemeinschaftsmusik, which strove to 
give people the sense of community ( Gemeinschaft ) denied to them by actual 
social conditions ( Gesellschaft ). Related to the general Gemeinschaft movement 
of Weimar (which bore many parallels to the apolitical, counterculture protest 
of youth in the sixties), 100 this music returned to preclassical forms because it 
was felt that bourgeois classicism was too individualized in its instrumentation 
and too “subjective” in its use of thematic development, compared with the 
“objectivity” of the Baroque. Musicians rearranged preclassical pieces for per¬ 
formance by amateur groups of Wandervogel who, armed with recorders and 
hiking back to nature, believed that they could remove social problems by 
removing themselves from society. 101 

Adorno challenged Gemeinschaftsmusik for ignoring the historical speci¬ 
ficity of music and of the composing process. Gemeinschaftsmusik was “re¬ 
actionary in its musical technique [innermusikalisch reaktionar] ?’ 102 It rejected 
“as ‘intellectual’ or ‘individualistic’ the further dialectical movement of the 
musical material,” and instead tried to restore an immediate relationship between 
music and society, an attempt which was premised on “an inferior, static con¬ 
cept of nature.” 103 Adorno argued that instead of trying to return to a “primitive, 
pre-individualistic level,” bourgeois music had to be recognized as a “necessary 
step in the liberation of music for men,” and, therefore, that it could only be 
transcended dialectically, corrected from within by means of its own “immanent 
contradictions.” 104 He maintained that Stravinsky and Hindemith, proponents 
of neue Sachlichkeit (new objectivity) in music, were guilty of a similar ahistorical 
treatment of the material in their assertion that the “objectivity” of musical 
forms enabled their use in any historical era. Although Stravinsky used modern 
musical means, he fused them with “old and assumedly eternal models” so that 
they were robbed of their historical specificity. Adorno argued that such “ob¬ 
jectivism” was in fact subjectivism: when the artist had free access to all musical 
forms, past and present, the actual choice became a matter ol‘subjectivearbitrari¬ 
ness. He made an invidious comparison: 
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As in fascism where a “leadership elite,” namely the monopoly capitalists, 
rule over the social “organism,” so the sovereign composer rules freely over 
the so-called musical organism; when to introduce a dissonance, when a 
suspended note is to be resolved, is decided neither by a pre-arranged 
schema . . . nor by the immanence of the structure . . . but instead solely 
by the will, namely the “taste” of the composer . 105 

Adorno was not referring to the composer’s actual political position, but to what 
he saw as a similarity of structure (arbitrary authority) between fascist power 
relations and the relation of such composers to their material. As he wrote: “the 
social interpretation of music is not concerned with the individual consciousness 
of the authors, but with the function of their works .” 106 

Because dissonance and formal discontinuity reflected social antagonisms, 
they could function as progressive protest, compared with the traditional concili¬ 
atory harmonies and holistic forms which served only to veil these antagonisms. 
Yet, Adorno cautioned, the mere use of dissonances wasnot enough. For example, 
Stravinsky’s ahistorical use of dissonance had the effect of affirming social 
antagonisms as natural and eternal. As for the works of Hindemith, they com¬ 
bined modern musical means with totally incompatible, traditional rules of 
composition, a contradiction which robbed his music of validity: the “contrasl 
between fortuitous motif-material and proven rules of form, between the funda¬ 
mental non-repeatability of the musical elements and the forms of repetition 
which externally bind them together” marked the “false facade . . . of neueSach- 
lichkeit. ” 107 

In contrast, maintained Adorno, Schonberg avoided this undialectical im¬ 
position of the will of the composer on his material. His individualism was nol 
arbitrary because it was controlled by the demands of the material itself. The 
form of his music was truly objective, “not forced on the material from the out¬ 
side but drawn out from within it. . . .” 108 Thus Schonberg, despite his isolation 
from society and scorn of the public, could write the most socially progressive 
music: 

If the esoteric Schonberg is not reserved for a specialized and socially ir¬ 
relevant history of music as Geistesgeschichte , if it is instead possible to 
project the dialectic in his material onto the social dialectic, then this is 
justified on the grounds that he found in the form of problems in the male- 
rial, which he took over and further developed, the problems of the society 
which had produced that material and which presented in it social contra¬ 
dictions as technical problems . 109 

Yel Adorno was nol totally uncritical of Schonberg’s music. Anticipating his 
later critique of” the twelve-lone system , 110 he explicitly challenged Schonberg’s 
use of closed forms: 

Above all, however, it is a question of whether the ideal of the closed, 
balanced artwork, which Schonberg took over from classicism and which 
he loyally retained, can still bo reconciled with the means which he crystal- 
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ized, whether this ideal, like totality and cosmos, can still be maintained 
at all . 111 

Nor did Adorno reject out of hand the possible validity of compositions 
which were consciously intended as social criticism. Such polemical music 
could indeed be positively evaluated, so long as its intent was limited to critical 
negativity, the exposure of society’s contradictions, without any pretention that 
music itself could resolve them. In this connection, Adorno praised his friend 
Kurt Weill, composer of the music for Bertolt Brecht’s Three-Penny Opera and 
Mahagonny. Weill’s music was “unquestionably . . . today the only [music] of 
real socially-polemic effectiveness, as long as it maintains itself on the peak of 
its negativity. . . .” 112 Weill’s use of musical material shocked the public out of 
its complacency: 

He does not present a primitivized artificial music to people for their use 
[Gebrauch] ; he holds their own use-music [ Gebrauchsmusik ] before them 
in the distorting mirror of his artistic procedure and displays it as com¬ 
modity . 113 

Weill’s use of the surrealist principle of montage broke apart “the ‘organic’ sur¬ 
face form of neoclassicism”: 

The shock with which Weill’s composing procedure presents the customary 
compositional means, over-exposed, like a phantom, becomes horror over 
the society out of which they spring, and at the same time becomes a nega¬ 
tion of the possibility of a positive Gemeinschaftsmusik. . . , 114 

But Adorno saw a danger that Weill’s music could not maintain its critical nega¬ 
tivity, precisely because of its social commitment. When music became affirmative, 
even if its affirmation was an expression of solidarity with the proletariat class, 
in its glorification of the collective it became diff icult to distinguish from Gemein¬ 
schaftsmusik. Such, claimed Adorno, was the fate of Hanns Eisler’s proletarian 
choruses, which affirmed proletariat consciousness “already here and now” as 
“positive .” 115 Adorno’s lumping of Eisler’s music together with Gemeinschafts¬ 
musik was a damning criticism, one for which he brought in Marx for support: 

Thus it is not recognized that precisely the demands toward which produc¬ 
tion is supposed to orient itself [according to Eisler], sing-ability, simplicity, 
collective effectiveness as such, are necessarily attached to a level of con¬ 
sciousness which is so stamped and bound by class domination — no one 
formulated it more strongly than Marx — that this level, should production 
one-sidedly gear itself to it, becomes a shackle on the forces of musical 
production . 116 

Adorno did not question the “agitational value and thus the political right of 
proletarian Gemeinschaftsmusik such as Eisler’s choruses ”; 117 what he did ques¬ 
tion was its aesthetic right: 

However, as soon as this music steps away from the front of immediate 
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action . . . and sets itself up as an art form, it is undeniable that the pro¬ 
duced forms cannot hold their own against progressive bourgeois produc¬ 
tions, and that they present themselves as a questionable mixture composed 
out of scraps of inner-bourgeois, surpassed styles of form, indeed the petty- 
bourgeois mens chorus literature, and scraps of progressive “new” music 
which are robbed by virtue of this mixture of the sharpness of their attack 
as well as the validity of every technical formulation. 118 

But here of course was the issue. Assuming that Benjamin’s optimism was 
misplaced, assuming that correct political tendency and correct aesthetic ten¬ 
dency did not of necessity converge, 119 was the point to produce sociohistorically 
valid art, or was it to change social reality? Adorno’s insistence on transcending 
bourgeois cultural forms from within rather than supporting their liquidation 
from without, his insistence on the mediated relationship between intellectual 
praxis and political praxis, may have been logically consistent. It may have 
provided a critical, even politically relevant method of aesthetic analysis. It 
may have allowed compelling “Marxist” insights into the structural similarities 
between the relation of the composer to his material and the relations of the 
social totality. But where was the link between his “dialectical,” “materialist” 
analyses and revolutionary political praxis? 

Nowhere was Adorno more adamant than in his assertion that 

. . . one who without concern, that is, here and now, solitarily works on his 
material serves a true collective better than one who submits to the demands 
of what presently exists and thereby, despite collective appearances, forgets 
the social demands which come out of his own aesthetic sphere, namely his 
work and its problems. 120 

But even if this argument contained an element of truth, if a “true collective” 
was to be more than a utopian hope, then it had to be grounded in a present po¬ 
tentiality. Adorno wrote in 1936: 

The development of the musical forces of production as men’s free disposal 
over the natural material, as the emancipation of freedom from the natural 
condition, will not be possible for those whose consciousness is itself trun¬ 
cated by the [social] mechanism; at first, therefore, only a few. The con 
cept of the avant-garde has its meaning aesthetically as well as actually. 121 

But this again raises the question, precisely whom was the avant-garde lead 
mg? The answer could only be those who underslood the complexifies of musical 
technique, (hat is, other intellectuals. Adorno spoke of lliose “few” who have 
escaped the truncation of consciousness perpel rated by bourgeois class domina¬ 
tion. In order to give this statement concrete meaning, il needs to be interpreted 
by a much more mundane Marxism, perhaps ihe very “vulgar” Marxism which 
Adorno attempted so assiduously to overcome. In reality, access to the “iruth” 
of Schbnberg's music (or of Adorno's philosophy) was open only to the cul lured 
elite from the bourgeois ranks whose economic security gave them the neces- 
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sary means for acquiring a specialized training. The difficulty was that this group 
would always remain a “few” so long as the educational system of bourgeois 
society remained an institution for the perpetuation of its ruling class. Due to 
the elitist, class nature of education, then, the connection between avant-garde 
intellectual praxis and the formation of a “true collective” was effectively blocked. 

It must be admitted that there was something immanently democratic in 
Adorno’s conception of the intellectual, something antielitist and antihierarchical 
in the notion that intellectuals acted in concert with the proletariat by revolu¬ 
tionizing their own production process. But this element was more ideal than 
real. The fact of the matter is that Adorno’s talk of the mediation between 
intellectual praxis and political praxis remained abstract and vague, with no 
explication of the social medium which might serve as a conduit f or this medi¬ 
ation, once the role of the Party was rejected. The medium for Adorno’s “medi¬ 
ation” remained as mysterious as the medium between the spirits and the flesh 
of the world, and Hanns Eisler’s criticism had an undeniable kernel of validity: 

This metaphysical, blind belief in the “development of music”.... If Adorno 
would only once understand that music is made by people for people — and 
if it also develops, this development is not abstract but somehow can be 

connected with social relationships! — then he would not say this abstract 
122 

nonsense. 

There was indeed something metaphysical in Adorno’s stress on truth, and in his 
vision of the intellectual elite as the formulators of that truth. 

Benjamin wrote in 1936 that Marxism provided “the politicophilosophic 
substructure” of his essays. 123 The same could be said for Adorno’s writings. In 
Kantian idealism, the structure of consciousness provided the unity and meaning 
of experience, while in Adorno’s and Benjamin’s materialism, that unity was 
provided by the structure of society as Marx defined it. Adorno accepted a 
Marxist social analysis and used Marxist categories in criticizing the gehtige 
products of bourgeois society. But the whole of his theoretical effort was to 
continue to interpret the world, whereas the point had been to change it. 


r 



Chapter 3. Dialectics Without 
Identity: The Idea of Natural History 


HISTORY AND AESTHETIC FORM 

The initial impulse for Adorno’s concept of history did not come from 
the field of philosophy. His early academic training had focused on Kant and 
Husserl, fundamentally ahistorical thinkers, whose philosophies of history 
were not central, but rather appended to essentially epistemological theories. 
It was Adorno’s study of music which first made him aware of the vital signi¬ 
ficance of the historical dimension, and his understanding of history remained 
indebted to this field of aesthetics which had been its source. 

Music, which has often been called the most abstract of the arts^is in the 
historical sense the most concrete. For no art is more integrally^related to the 
dimension of time. The composition is itself history: the sense of each transient 
note both determines and is determined by that which has been and that which 
will come. Musical sound unfolds in a continuous, transitory present. As Adorno 
wrote: 

Music is, as temporal art, bound by its very medium to the form of succes¬ 
sion, and therewith as irreversible as time. Once it commences, it is obliged 
to go further, to become something new, to develop itself . 1 

Hence: “History is not external to the work .” 2 This was true not merely in 
(lie general, phenomenological sense of music’s temporality, but concretely 
in regard to content; the very meaning of music’s material principles, of disso¬ 
nance and harmony, structure and form,,.was historically defined. Seen through 
the historical present of Schonbcrg’s atonality, classical dissonance lost its 
meaning, Beethoven's revolutionary strangeness became commonplace, and 
the once-creative discovery of thematic development degenerated into the 
iormalized schema of popular music. There were noeternal laws of composition 
which could guarantee immortality. Musical forms could die Here too, the 
truth of music appeared inextricably bound to its transiency. 
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It is no accident that Adorno’s concept of history owed far more to Luk- 
acs’s pre-Marxist, aesthetic writings than to History and Class Consciousness. 
In 1921 3 Adorno read Die Theorie des Romans (The Theory of the Novel) 
by Lukacs who at the time of its writing (1914-1915) was influenced by Kierke¬ 
gaard, Dilthey, and Hegelian idealism. 4 Here Lukacs first developed the concept 
of reification as an expression of the historical process of decay which emptied 
the meaning, the inner life, from both the aesthetic forms and the ideas which 
they articulated. Two aspects of Lukacs’s analysis made a lasting impression 
on Adorno. One was his insight into the relationship between form and history: 
literary form was not an atemporal, abstract, subjective ordering principle, but 
was itself content, a reflection of objective historical conditions. Hence, for 
example, the novel was the product “of an era for which the extensive totality 
of life is no longer given as meaningful . . . and which nonetheless possesses 
the conviction of totality.” 5 The second aspect was the theme of cultural 
disintegration ( Zerfall ), which not only threatened past art forms with extinc¬ 
tion but characterized the present crisis in culture, determining the technical 
problems of contemporary artistic creation. 6 

From the time of his study with Alban Berg, Adorno was concerned with 
the technical implications of the problem of history as it manifested itself in 
the act of musical reproduction. 7 If like literary forms musical forms were 
not immortal, if like material nature they "decayed in" time, then the task^of 
the conductor in performing a past work was to rescue its living meaning, which 
hlstoxy threatened to obliterate. In this sense, the dimension of history formed 
the core of the problem of musical reproduction. In 1925 Adorno began to 
question “whether all works are interpretable at all times.” 8 He argued that 
the conductor could not simply repeat the piece as it had been played at the 
time of its creation, since its meaning would be lost to us. Nor could he play 
it as a modern piece, a procedure which would violate the truth of the work, 
which was integrally related to its history. Instead, the conductor needed to 
mediate between past and present, transforming the work according ter its 
own “inner history.’’ In order to be faithful to the material, to draw from it its 
meaning, he paradoxically had to change that material, altering its tempo, its 
.articulation and expression. Valid reproduction was therefore no carbon, copy 
of the original:, it was the result of a dialectical mediation between the present 
and the past, the conductor and the composition. 9 

In a sense, the role of the composer was the reverse of that process. If 
the reproduction of past music required the mediation of the present, then 
the creation of new works necessitated a mediation with the past. No com¬ 
poser was more aware of the historical* determinacy of musical material than 
Schonberg, whose revolutionary break from past music was made possible 
only by an intimate understanding of its historical development. 10 And Adorno 
could well have learned from Schonberg LlutLjpAce (he moment of (ransiloiiness 
within history was recognized, concern for historical Inuliliou became 
‘4urmtulJr ( )ni a. justification of cultural conservatism into a mandate Tor cuTTUntl 
^dlCaHsm. In fils TIaMonUleKre* written In 1911, SchOnberg justified breaking 
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with tonality by arguing that there were no eternal rules which governed com¬ 
position, nor was music’s development determined by “natural laws.” Art 
developed through artworks rather than in accord with some transcendent 
principle, and past laws of form could not be criteria for creations of the pres¬ 
ent. 11 This same iconoclastic spirit characterized Adorno’s early music articles. 
And here Adorno diverged from Lukacs’s Die Theorie des Romans . For the 
tone of the latter was melancholic. Lukacs lamented the modern age, with 
its reified, disintegrating forms which, robbed by history of their living content, 
confronted man as mere convention, “second nature.” 12 It was with a sense of 
nostalgia that Lukacs spoke of the decay of epic form, as irrevocably lost as 
the classical Greek Weltanschauung which it embodied, one based on the un¬ 
questioned, immediate experience of a harmonious totality between man 
and nature, thought and deed, the ideal and the real. Lukacs interpreted the 
nineteenth-century novel as an attempt by the artist to reinstate a sense of 
wholeness by means of aesthetic form, and he questioned whether in the present 
era of advanced cultural disintegration any art form at all was possible. Both 
then and more so later, after he embraced Marxism, Lukacs was no friend of 
modern art. Not so Adorno, whose attitude toward the decay of culture could 
well have born as its motto Nietzsche’s statement “Was fallt, das sollt Ihr stos - 
sen” (“If something is falling, give it a shove”). Hence Adorno’s lack of nostalgia 
in criticizing Strauss’s recent opera Intermezzo for its attempt to pour new 
wine in old bottles by filling the decaying Wagnerian opera form with (he 
“modern” theme of bourgeois family life. 13 Hence his defense of Schonbcrg’s 
music in 1925 against the charge of anarchy: 

... if it leads to anarchy, this is no penetrating objection, since no art has 
the right to endure when it is not genuine, and since the genuineness of 
such anarchy, even if it were itself positive, would be negative in its effect, 
in that it forced the decay of that which is ungenuine, much less [is the 
charge of anarchy valid] ... in view of the positive fullness and incon¬ 
ceivable force of form which governs precisely in Schonberg’s compositions, 
whose demonic revolt unmasks every natural law of music proclaimed today 
as ideology. 14 

By 1929, Adorno had identified this “ideology” as specifically that of the 
bourgeois class: 

. . . disputing the decay of works in history serves a reactionary purpose; 
the ideology of culture as class privilege will not tolerate (he fact that its 
lofty goods might ever decay, those goods whose eternity is supposed to 
guarantee the eternity of the class’s own existence. 15 


THE LOST TOTALITY: HISTORY IN FRAGMENTS 


In the case of both Lukacs uml Adorno, their move to Marxism entailed 
In (lie context of (heir theory from the realm of aesthetics to that of 
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the concrete, social totality structured by class and commodity production, 
which they now saw as mediating all geistige phenomena. But their earlier 
differences showed up again in the way they interpreted Marx. The thrust 
of Lukacs’s thought remained holistic, moving in the direction of reconciliation, 
of closing the circle, just as the classicists had done in art; whereas Adorno’s 
thinking, like the expressionist movement which spawned modern art, moved 
in the opposite direction, toward the negation, the explosion of given forms. 
When he became a Marxist, Lukacs began to interpret the alienation of man in 
a reified world as a specifically bourgeois problem: the crisis in culture became 
a sign of the bankruptcy of bourgeois society: “This ideological crisis is an 
unfailing sign of decay. The bourgeoisie has already been thrown on the defen¬ 
sive. ... Its power to dominate has vanished beyond recall” 16 If the artist 
was no longer able to create a unity between subject and object, Lukacs now 
placed his hopes in the proletarian class. In viewing alienation as a moment 
within the total historical process, one which was ultimately moving toward a 
reconciliation of antagonisms, criticism of the present became transformed 
into a messianic hope for the future: the proletarian revolution would reestab¬ 
lish the lost totality whose passing had been the source of Lukacs’s earlier 
cultural despair. 

This vision of history moving in the direction of synthetic unity, of resur¬ 
recting the lost totality, was an aspect of Lukacs’s Marxism which Adorno 
categorically rejected. In his 1931 inaugural lecture, “Die Aktualitat der Phil¬ 
osophic,” he wrote (in language otherwise reminiscent of Die Theorie des 
Romans) that the very concept of totality was irrevocably lost in the passing 
of history: 

The adequacy of thinking about Being as totality . . . has decomposed 
itself, and therewith the idea of existing being has itself become unaskable: 
The idea which could only stand over a round and closed reality, as a star 
in clear transparence, and which perhaps fades from human eyes for all 
time, ever since the images of our life are guaranteed through history 
alone. 17 

Adorno insisted that if truth was relative to history, then the idea of history, 
itself the discovery of the bourgeois era, could not in turn be counted upon 
to provide the absolute, secure truth which it had robbed from phenomena. 
If consciousness of historical time had emptied the concept of totality of mean¬ 
ing, then only by stepping into metaphysics could one hope to rediscover 
that lost meaning in history itself. He was fond of the formulation “History 
is in the truth; the truth is not in history.” 18 What he meant by this rather 
cryptic statement was simply that although all truth was historical, although 
there was no truth above time, the actual process of history was not identical 
to truth in any metaphysical or ontological sense. 

In 1932 Adorno criticized Lukacs’s Die Theorie des Romans because il * 
could conceive of transcendence of the alienated, reified world only in meia 
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physical terms, “under the category of theological reawakening, under the 
eschatological horizon”; 19 this statement can be seen as an indirect criticism 
of History and Class Consciousness as well. Not by interpreting the historical 
process as an irresistible power pressing toward a messianic break with the 
present, but by focusing on the breaks, the gaps within the present — here 
was where Adorno saw the hope of a new future, but never its guarantee. Luk- 
acs’s concept of the proletariat as the subject-object of history was an attempt 
to bring consciousness and the objective forces of history into identity with 
each other. When he described the “total process” of history as “the authentic 
higher reality,” 20 when he spoke of the proletariat as “entrusted by history” 21 
with a revolutionary mission which it “cannot abdicate,” 22 he came very close 
to a Hegelian metaphysics of history as the rational unfolding of truth, the 
progressive realization of freedom. 23 It could be argued that in fact, he had 
no option. Without a belief in history as progress, the proletariat consciousness 
upon which his theory rested would have been condemned to mere relativism. 
For if the meaning of objective history did not substantiate the proletariat’s 
view as correct, 24 what prevented this class’s standpoint from being merely 
another perspective of reality, another Diltheyan Weltanschauung ? 25 

But Adorno neither identified correct consciousness with the subjective 
viewpoint of a collective revolutionary class nor accepted any overarching 
concept of the objective course of history as a totality. History formed “no 
structural whole.” 26 Instead, it was “discontinuous,” 27 unfolding within a 
multiplicity of divisions of human praxis through a dialectical process which 
was open-ended. History did not guarantee the identity of reason and reality. 
Rather, history unfolded in the spaces between subjects and objects, men 
and nature, whose very nonidentity was history’s motor force. It is in this 
sense that Adorno’s criticism of the identity theory of Hegel can be interpreted: 

History is the demarcation line of identity. It is not that man is the sub¬ 
jectifying subject-object of history, but instead the dialectic of the diverging 

moments between subject and object is again and again drawn out by 

history. 28 

This total rejection of the Hegelian concept of history as the identity of sub- 
jecl and object, the rational and the real (indeed, skepticism regarding all progress- 
interpretations of history) was a fundamental point of agreement between 
Adomo and his closest intellectual colleagues. It defined the limits of their 
willingness to see Marx through Hegelian glasses. In his inaugural lecture, Ador¬ 
no’s opening statement was unequivocal: “No justifying reason could rediscover 
itself in a reality whose order and form quashes every claim to reason.” 29 One 
year earlier (1930), llorkheimer had argued: “History has no reason. . . . The 
pantheistic granting of autonomy to history, ol a uniform, substantial essence, 
Is nothing but dogmatic metaphysics. 1,30 The legacy of Horkheimer’s and 
Adorno’s training with Mans Cornelius was certainly a source of their suspicion 
of history as a metaphysical category. 11 But their position was not motivated 
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merely for philosophical reasons. They were aware that the glorification of 
history as higher truth functioned to justify the suffering which its course had 
brought upon individuals, the violence it had done to humans as natural, phy¬ 
sical beings. 32 The importance of the category of nature as a corrective to the 
ideological implications of history as progress had been lost by Lukacs. When 
in History and Class Consciousness he argued that nature was subordinate 
to the historical process, that it was a mere “societal category,” 33 he justified 
the tyranny of theory and praxis over individual human existence. The brutality 
of discipline which was thereby required from Party members, the subordina¬ 
tion of the individual’s “total personality” to Party demands, 34 bore witness 
to this fact. 

The danger of rationalizing suffering, inherent in all progress-theories of 
history, had already been articulated by Nietzsche: 

The significance of German philosophy (Hegel): to evolve a pantheism 
through which evil, error, and suffering are not felt as arguments against 
divinity. This grandiose project has been misused by the existing powers 
(state, etc.), as if it sanctioned the rationality of whoever happened to be 
ruling. 35 

It was with Nietzsche in mind that Horkheimer wrote: 

That history has realized a better society out of a worse one, that it can 
realize an even better one in its course, is a fact; but it is another fact 
that the path of history leads over the suffering and misery of individuals. 
Between these two facts there are a number of explanatory connections, 
but no justifying meaning. 36 

And Walter Benjamin later 37 argued that the crest of history was ridden by 
conquerors; its process was a “triumphal procession,” in which the rulers stepped 
“over those who are lying prostrate.” 38 Hence he claimed: 

There is never a document of civilization which is not at the same time a 
document of barbarism. And just as such a document is not free from 
barbarism, neither is the process of transmitting it from one generation to 
another. A historical materialist therefore dissociates himself from it as far 
as possible. He regards it as his task to brush history against the grain. 39 

To “brush history against the grain,” to fight against the spirit of the times 
rather than join it, to look backward at history rather than forward — this was 
a program Adorno held in common with Horkheimer and Benjamin, and the 
rejection of history as progress became an increasingly dominant theme in 
their writings after the outbreak of World War II, 40 marking their uniqueness 
within the tradition of radical thought. Hence Adorno was able to find a moment 
of validity in Spengler’s analysis of the decline of the West 41 Hence Hork- 
heimer’s continued fascination with Schopenhauer, and Benjamin’s adherence 
to I he Old Testament motif of history’s origin in the Fall and the resultant 
suffering of a silent nature 42 Yet it v would be completely Incorrect to assume 
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an unequivocal affinity between their position and the concept of history 
found in Judaism, Schopenhauer, or Spengler. For it was one thing to point 
out the irrationality and destructiveness within history, and it was quite another 
thing to raise the inadequacies of history to the level of ontological truth. 
Adorno and his colleagues did not view irrationality as “natural” and hence 
eternal; they considered it no more the essence of reality than they did reason. 
For to do so would have been to replace the myth of historical progress with 
an equally mythical concept of constant “nature.” As Adorno wrote: “A nature 
. . . which hardens oppressively and gloomily in itself and shuns the light of 
illuminating and warming consciousness, ought justly to be mistrusted. . . . What 
is unchangeable in nature can take care of itself. Our task is to change it.” 43 


NON-IDENTITY AND HISTORICAL RELATIVITY 

We are close to the crux of Adorno’s argument, and it was prototypical of 
his approach generally. It is accurate to say that Adorno had no concept of 
history in the sense of an ontological, positive definition of history’s philosoph¬ 
ical meaning. 44 Instead, both history and nature as its dialectical opposite were 
for Adorno cognitive concepts, not unlike Kant’s “regulative ideas,” 45 which 
were applied in his writings as critical tools for the demythification of reality. 
At the same time, each provided a critique of the other. Nature provided the 
key for exposing the nonidentity between the concept of history (as a regulative 
idea) and historical reality, 46 just as history provided the key for demythifying 
nature. Adorno argued, on the one hand, that actual past history was not iden¬ 
tical to the concept of history (as rational progress), because of the material 
nature to which it did violence. At the same time, the “natural” phenomena 
of the present were not identical to the concept of nature (as essential reality 
or truth), because as Lukacs had argued in Die Theorie des Romans , they had 
been historically produced. By insisting on their dialectical interrelationship, 
(heir nonidentity and yet mutual determinacy, Adorno refused to grant either 
nature or history the status of an ontological first principle (prima philosophia). 
! lis purpose was to destroy the mythical power which both concepts wielded 
over the present, a power which was the source of a fatalistic and passive ac¬ 
ceptance of the status quo. This demythifying process relentlessly intensified 
I lie critical tension between thought and reality instead of bringing them into 
harmony. In the space, which he later called the “force-field” generated by 
this process, Adorno placed his hope for the future realization of freedom, 
which Hegel had prematurely attributed to the history of the past. 

There was no dialectical “law” of history or nature which functioned 
independently of men’s actions and guaranteed progress toward a rational, 
clussless 1 society. Instead, history emerged from the dialectic of human praxis, 
u process beiween men and material reality. Whether tills process was merely 
the reproduction of given social conditions or the production of something 
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qualitatively new depended both on material reality and on men’s critical 
consciousness. So long as the latter simply yielded to what existed, hence 
reproducing the same irrational social relations despite the fact that the bour¬ 
geois order showed unmistakable signs of decay, the word “progress” could 
not be applied to present history. Instead, it had validity only as the struggle 
to free consciousness from submission to the given, that is, as “progress in 
demythification.” 47 

Of course, this demythification was itself a dialectical process, a dialectic 
of mental labor which, it will be recalled, 48 Adorno saw as the intellectual’s 
specific kind of social praxis: the thinker or the artist needed to critically 
negate the (reified, bourgeois) material of his trade, which functioned ideo¬ 
logically yet contained in a mediated form the antagonisms of that society 
whose historical development had been the source of its production. If Adorno 
rejected Hegel’s metaphysical conception of history as an overarching totality, 
he was still convinced that the “material” of intellectual activity developed 
in history dialectically in accord with its own inner logic, its own “immanent 
laws,” 49 and he equated such development with “progress.” In 1930 he wrote: 
“Progress [in music] means nothing else but persistently grasping the material 
at the most advanced level of its historical dialectic.” 50 Such statements might 
seem to imply a faith in history’s development which would contradict Adorno’s 
rejection of any concept of history meaningful in itself. Indeed, it can be ar¬ 
gued that without some faith in historical development, the whole thrust of 
his efforts to negate intellectual “material” would have been simple nihilism, 
a position whose political implications were anarchism. 51 Nonetheless, Adorno’s 
language was often more idealist, more metaphysical, than his intent. For 
when Adorno spoke of musical material’s “historical dialectic,” he was not 
referring to a transcendent principle of its development, but simply to the 
dialectical process of compositional innovation as it developed in empirical 
history. As Schonberg had noted, art developed through artworks, 52 and, 
Adorno would have added, these in turn were the product of dialectical praxis, 
the artist’s ability to elicit the new out of the potentialities of the present 
material. In this context, “advanced level” did not imply a teleological unfolding 
of art. As he himself clarified: “It is not being suggested that one can compose 
better today or, thanks to historical Grace, produce better works. . . .” 53 In¬ 
stead, “advanced” simply meant most recent, the most present , and indeed, 
in an era of bourgeois decline, the present was “progress” only in the sense of 
progressing disintegration. 

Adorno’s focus on the present was a crucial point. He seems to have felt 
that by keeping the present as his point of reference, he could avoid not only 
a metaphysics of history but also the problem of historical relativism which 
had created such difficulties for Dilthey and his followers. I suggested earlier 
that Lukacs's concept of proletariat consciousness needed the support of a 
ideological theory of history if it was to have more validity than a mere Welt¬ 
anschauung , Now Adorno rejected alLmetaphysical theories of history (as 
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well as the notion of proletariat consciousness), and at the same time he ac¬ 
cepted the historicization of truth, the fact that neither the thinker nor the 
material could transcend the historical specificity of its existence. But whereas 
Dilthey had found the very concept of truth threatened by such historicity, 
Adorno turned this problem into a virtue. For if the present was the unavoidable 
point of reference, then it was in the present that the concept of truth found 
its concrete meaning. For Adorno, the present did not receive its meaning 
from history; rather, history received its meaning from the present. Not a 
transcendent and absolute idea, but the “present objective situation of truth” 54 
was the goal of his critical inquiry. To use an expression of Baudelaire which 
Adorno quoted often: “// faut etre absolutement moderne ” — in the sense, not 
of following the demands of the time, 55 but of criticizing the modern, and 
hence rubbing history against the grain. The “inner logic” of intellectual and 
artistic material strained against the course of history, instead of identifying 
with it in a Hegelian synthesis. 

The critical process of demythification was fruitful only in its relation 
to the present. This explains Adorno’s intense interest throughout the thirties 
in Husserl as the most “advanced” idealist philosopher, even though his own 
position indicated a great debt to the century-old philosophies of Hegel and 
Kant. 56 It also explains his preoccupation with Schonberg, Berg, and Webern, 
despite his deep understanding and personal appreciation of early bourgeois 
composers like Beethoven. 57 It is perhaps the reason for his greater interest 
in the more recent Marxism of Lukacs’s History and Class Consciousness than 
in Marx’s own standard works. Even if the object of his interpretation was a 
past phenomenon (for example, a musical composition), the historical present 
provided his focus. Past works were mediated through time in which their 
meaning threatened to disappear: “indeed, the truth character of the work 
is bound precisely to its decay.” 58 The future also found expression in the 
critical reflection upon what now existed: “The power of that which is to 
come reveals itself much more in the construction of the present.” 59 

For Adorno historical relativism, instead of robbing the phenomena of 
meaning, precisely determined it. Only if the goal was a transhistorical, eternal 
truth, a goal which Adorno rejected, did historical relativism become a threat 
to truth: 

The problem of relativism exists only so long as one discusses the relation 
of a supposed “consciousness in general” to a supposed “object in gener¬ 
al.” It disappears in the concrete process in which subject and object mutu¬ 
ally determine and alter each other. 60 

Whereas historicists relativized the present by situating current phenomena 
within a general historical development, Adorno’s procedure was the reverse: 
the present relativized the past. History became meaningful only as it manifested 
Itself as “inner history” within the present phenomena. 

This focus on history as it appeared in concrete configurations within the 
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phenomena was a unique aspect of Adorno’s method, and it bore the imprint 
of Benjamin’s thinking more than that of Horkheimer and the Institute. 61 
When Benjamin attempted to articulate the present truth of a past literary 
product (Baroque tragic drama, Goethe’s Wahlverwandtschaften), he faced 
the same philosophical problems which Adorno confronted with regard to 
the reproduction of past musical works. These phenomena were doubly deter¬ 
mined by history, both in the moment of their conception by the artist out of 
the material in its historically developed form, and in their existence after 
creation, when they acquired a life of their own. 62 Adorno wrote that “history 
enters into the constellation of truth,” 63 and therefore the truth of any phe¬ 
nomenon needed constant rearticulation. The vulnerability of phenomena, 
and hence the precariousness of truth, was without compensation, for history 
had no grand meaning which could provide a permanent salvation: 

In this remains the great, perhaps the everlasting paradox: philosophy 
persistently, and with the claim of truth, must proceed interpretively 
without ever possessing a secure key to interpretation; nothing more is 
given to philosophy than fleeting, disappearing traces in the riddle-figures 
of that which exists and their astonishing entwinings; thus so few “results” 
are given to it; thus it must always begin anew. . . 

History was constructed backwards, like Proustian remembrances, or 
Freudian screen-memories. As Benjamin wrote: 

The Copernican Revolution in the historical mode of viewing is this: one 
used to consider the “past” [Gewesene] as the fixed point, and saw the 
present as attempting to lead knowledge gropingly toward this firm ground. 
Now the relationship is to be reversed, and the past becomes the dialectical 
turning, the dawning of awakened consciousness. 65 

In making the present his point of reference for critical analysis, both Adorno’s 
application of the concept of history and his uses of history’s empirical con¬ 
tents took on a polemical character. He would not have winced at the charge 
of rhetoric. If intellectual activity was indeed social praxis, then “partisanship,” 
to use a term of Horkheimer, 66 was not only justified, it was inevitable. The 
only choice was whether one perpetuated the myths of the present by accepting 
the “given” world immediately as truth, or one employed dialectical, critical 
negation to articulate its truth as untruth, applying consciousness against the 
grain of history in order to demythify it and break its spell. 67 


NATURAL HISTORY AND HISTORICAL NATURE 

Adorno formulated his conception of history very early, in a speech de¬ 
livered in July 1932 to the Kantgesellschaft at Frankfurt. As was true of his 
193J program for philosophy, Ibis speech was never published by Adorno, 68 
but its lasting significance for his theory la substantiated by (he fuel that he 
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incorporated its argument (and even quoted from it directly) in his 1966 study 
Negative Dialektik. 69 Although the language of the document represents 
Adorno at his most obscure, it provides no insurmountable obstacle to under¬ 
standing in view of the points that have already been clarified. Indeed, it serves 
to illustrate those points through concrete documentation. 

The Kantgesellschaft speech was Adorno’s contribution to the “Frankfurt 
discussion,” part of the debate on historicism which had been going on at the 
university since Max Scheler and Karl Mannheim taught there in the twenties 
and worked to establish a sociology of knowledge. At that time Adorno and 
Walter Benjamin took part in a seminar analyzing Ernst Troeltsch’s newly pub¬ 
lished book on historicism. 70 Troeltsch tried to justify the existence of a trans¬ 
cendental realm of truth and ethics despite the historical relativity of ideas, and 
this was essentially the premise of Scheler’s “materialist ontology” as well. 71 In 
contrast, Mannheim took an “immanent” position, totally rejecting the concept 
of a realm of eternal absolutes transcending history, and hence denying the pos¬ 
sibility of an ontology of being. 72 The issue was hotly debated by Adorno’s 
intellectual mentors. Scholem recalled that Benjamin took him to visit Kracauer 
in the hospital, where the two had a heated debate over the question of ontology, 
and Adorno, then barely twenty, was in the room. 73 Educated in the Kantian 
tradition, where questions of “meaning” related to objects of empirical experi¬ 
ence ( seiende ) rather than to the ontological category of being (, Sein ), 74 Adorno 
was more disposed by training toward the “immanent” position of Mannheim, 
with whom he was “for years in constant contact.” 75 Yet by disposition he was 
impervious to the alleged perils of radical relativism into which this position led. 
He wrote in a 1947(?) 76 critique of Mannheim: 

Ever since puberty, when it is customary to get excited about such ques¬ 
tions, I have never again really understood the so-called problem of rela¬ 
tivism. My experience was that whoever gave himself over in earnest to the 
discipline of a particular subject learned to distinguish very precisely be¬ 
tween true and false, and that in contrast to such experience the assertion 
of general insecurity as to what is known had something abstract and un¬ 
convincing about it. Let it be that confronted with the ideal of the absolute, 
everything human stands under the shadow of the conditional and tempo- 
porary — what happens when the boundary is reached at which thought 
must recognize that it is not identical to being, not only allows the 
most convincing insights, but forces them. 77 

It is perhaps then no surprise that when in 1928 his writings broke from Kantian 
idealism, Adorno flirted briefly with concepts like “ontology” and “being,” using 
(hem in ways he later found embarrassing. 78 Yet during the Konigstein talks of 
1929, 79 Adorno agreed with Benjamin that “dialectical,” “materialist” theory 
required that they take seriously a radical relativism which ruled out ontology 
and all philosophical first principles in favor of an “immanent” method with its 
focus on 111 e present as (lie medialion for all statements of “truth” and “mean¬ 
ing/* 80 They were consequently unable to accept Martin Heidegger’s attempt in 
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Sein und Zeit (1927) to resolve the dispute between the ontological and histori¬ 
cal positions by positing historicity itself as the ontological essence of existence. 
Heidegger’s “resolution” was the most acclaimed in the “Frankfurt discussion” 
of 1932, and Adorno’s Kantgesellschaft speech was a conscious criticism of it, 
one which suggested that the whole attempt at “resolution” be abandoned. 81 

The title of the speech, “Die Idee der Naturgeschichte” (The Idea of Natural 
History) signaled the dialectical character of Adorno’s approach. For, as we have 
already seen, the concepts of nature and history were for Adorno not exclusive, 
but mutually determining: each provided the key for the demythification of the 
other. The fruitfulness of both concepts for dialectical analysis rested on their 
multidimensional meanings. Indeed, each was itself dialectical; each had a 
“double character.” Nature had a positive, materialist pole: it referred to con¬ 
crete, individual, existing being which was mortal and transitory — for Adorno, 
the material products of men’s labor as well as their own corporeal bodies. 
Natural matter “embodies history; in it appears what is substantial in [history] .” 82 
At the same time, nature had a negative meaning. It referred to the world not 
yet incorporated into history, not yet penetrated by reason, hence outside of 
human control. In this sense, nature was “the mythical . . . that which is eter¬ 
nally there ... as the fateful construction of pre-given being.” 83 This was 
nature’s static side, perpetuated by the unchanging rituals of the people who 
submitted to its domination. 

History, too, had a positive and negative meaning. Adorno defined the for¬ 
mer as dialectical social praxis: 

. . . that mode of human behavior, that transmitted social behavior which 
is characterized above all by the fact that the qualitatively new appears in 
it ... it is a movement which does not run its course in pure identity, the 
pure reproduction of such as already was there, but in which something new 

84 

emerges. . . . 

The double character of the concept of history, its negative pole, was determined 
by the fact that the actual history of actual human praxis was not historical inso¬ 
far as it merely statically reproduced the conditions and relations of class rather 
than establishing a qualitatively new order. 85 

Whenever theory posited “nature” or “history” as an ontological first prin¬ 
ciple, this double character of the concepts was lost, and with it the potential 
for critical negativity: either social conditions were affirmed as “natural” with¬ 
out regard for their historical becoming, or the actual historical process was 
affirmed as essential; hence the irrational material suffering of which history 
was composed was either dismissed as mere contingency (Hegel) or ontologized 
as essential in itself (Heidegger). 86 In both cases, the result was the ideological 
justification of the given social order. Adorno insisted on the “concrete unity” 
of nature and history within any analysis of reality. For only in specific, dialec- ^ 
lical relationship lo each other could a crilical perspective be maintained. It 
was necessary “to grasp historical being in its most extreme historical deter - 
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minacy , there where it is most historical , as zYse//‘ natural being, or ... to grasp 
nature there where it appears to harden most profoundly within itself\ as his¬ 
torical being. ” 87 

For the purpose of exposing the historical dimension in that which appeared 
as natural, Adorno found the concept of “second nature” a valuable tool. “First 
nature” referred to the sensual world, including the human body, whose physical 
well-being was the proper concern of the materialist. This was the concrete, par¬ 
ticular nature to which the course of history did violence. “Second nature” was 
a negating, critical concept which referred to the false, mythical appearance of 
given reality as ahistorical and absolute. Adorno cited Lukacs’s Die Theorie des 
Romans , in which “second nature” was used to describe the alienated world, 
emptied of meaning, “created by man yet composed of things which have be¬ 
come lost to him, . . . the world of convention.” 88 Lukacs saw that “ossified 
history is nature, or ossified natural life is merely what has become historically.” 89 
These hollow conventions wielded a mythical power over men reminiscent of 
primitive societies in which “first nature” dominated as an inexplicable force. 
Like primitive fetishes, their historical origins had been forgotten; hence men 
submitted to them as if they were fate: “An archaic anxiety descends over all 
where the apparent world [Scheinwelt] of convention confronts us.” 90 But in¬ 
stead of reacting to this anxiety by turning inward, instead of rejecting “first 
nature” and retreating to a “false spiritualism” 91 as existentialists from Kierke¬ 
gaard to Heidegger had done, Adorno wanted to rob the conventions of their 
mythic power by penetrating through their alien appearance without which 
reality “cannot be described.” 92 The conventions of second nature presented 
themselves as “ciphers” of the truth, but they needed to be interpreted. Adorno 
wrote: “Lukacs already saw this problem in its strangeness and riddle-character.” 93 

In fact, Lukacs did not originate the concept of “second nature.” Hegel had 
originally used the term to expose the eternality of forms as mere appearance. 94 
Further, Lukacs later altered his understanding of the significance of this con¬ 
cept in Histoty and Class Consciousness , where he used “second nature” synony¬ 
mously with Marx’s concept of “fetish” in his analysis of bourgeois conventions 
In terms of the commodity structure. That Adorno was implicitly referring to 
I he term in this latter sense is clear. 95 But he must have been well aware that his 
audience was more disposed to consider the merits of a concept from Lukacs’s 
pre-Marxian period than from Marx himself. As Adorno employed the term in 
his own writings, “second nature” was one of a constellation of critical concepts 
together with “fetish,” “reification,” “enchantment,” “fate,” “myth,” and 
phantasmagoria,” 96 which were used to see through the mysterious “natural” 
appearance of ob jects in their “given” form to the historical dimension of their 
production. 97 The purpose of such an analysis was to destroy the mythical aura 
of their legitimacy. 

But Adorno fell that LuMcS had seen only part of the problem, the rela¬ 
tionship of die reified phenomena to outer history, to the general historical 
process. There was, continued Adorno, “another side of the phenomenon. 1 ’ 911 
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The outer history was no abstract teleological structure, and it did no good to 
demythify “second nature” only to replace it with another myth, that of a 
meaning-filled historical totality. To avoid “the enchantment of history,” 99 the 
historical had to be interpreted in terms of the concrete “first nature” which 
passed away within it. In this connection Adorno cited Walter Banjamin’s pre- 
Marxist study Ursprung des deutschen Trauerspiels (Origin of German Tragic 
Drama). Whereas Lukacs had an eschatological view of history which envisioned 
the reified world brought back to life by the resurrection of the lost totality, 
Benjamin read history within the individual phenomena, bringing them “back to 
life” in the sense that his cognitive process released their concrete, living mean¬ 
ing. In the Trauerspiel book, Benjamin brought nature and history “out of in¬ 
finite distance and into infinite proximity” and made them “the object of 
philosophical interpretation,” 100 applied in this case to seventeenth-century 
allegorical dramas. The “truth” which Benjamin had discovered in this literary 
form, one which had been lost in the history of its interpretation, was that 
allegory was not an arbitrary representation of the idea which it portrayed. It 
was instead the concrete expression of that idea’s material foundation. Specifi¬ 
cally Benjamin had demonstrated that “the theme of the allegorical is decisively 
history,” 101 expressed in the form of ruins, concretely, as the decay and suffer¬ 
ing of “first nature.” The seventeenth-century allegorists had “a notion of nature 
as eternal passing in which alone the saturnine gaze of that generation recognized 
history.” 102 Allegory was the “mundane exposition of history as the history of 
world suffering [Leidensgeschichte der Welt] .” 103 Classical art portrayed a har¬ 
monious totality (the source of its appeal to Lukacs), using nature symbolically 
for the ahistorical representation of the ideal. Its schoner Schein (beautiful ap¬ 
pearance) covered up the antagonisms and contradictions of reality. But the 
contemplative mode of the allegorists was dialectically opposed to classicism. To 
quote Benjamin: “the false appearance of totality withers away.” 104 In its place 
was a critical representation of concrete history as the “unfreedom, the imper¬ 
fection and brokenness of the sensual.” 105 The allegorical mode of portraying 
truth was meaningful only in times of historical decay; 106 hence its greater rele¬ 
vance for the present than the lost classicism lamented by Lukacs. The similarity 
between Baroque allegory and modern expressionism was not lost on Benjamin, 
for as he noted, both were expressions of the collapse of a historical era. 107 

The demythifying thrust of the allegorical concept of history was essentially 
the same as that of “second nature” when used as a critical cognitive concept. 
The truth of both was their revelation of the transitoriness of material reality. 
This moment of transitoriness, wrote Adorno, was “the deepest point in which 
history and nature converge.” 108 When material reality took on the appearance 
of a mythic permanence, recognition of its historical becoming and therefore of 
iIs transiency pierced through this myth. When history appeared in the mythic 
form of a “structural totality, 09 its translation back into concrete, particular 
“first nature” revealed history not as a systematic unity, but as “fully discon¬ 
tinuous, not only Insofar as U contains disparate facts and evidence, but also in 
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that it contains disparateness of a structural nature.” 110 In the gaps and ruptures 
of history, which the demythifying consciousness articulated and intensified, 
lay the hope of a historical progress that would be no mere myth. 

Hence history and nature were not abstract “invariant concepts,” but “ar¬ 
range themselves around the concrete historical facticity,” 111 forming a con¬ 
stellation which released in the phenomena the moment of transitoriness which 
might break their mythic spell over the present: 

Nature itself is transitory. It thus contains within it the moment of history. 
Whenever the historical appears, it refers to the natural which passes away 
within it. Conversely, where “second nature” appears, whenever that world 
of convention confronts us, it is deciphered by the fact that its meaning 
becomes clear precisely in its transitoriness. 112 

The “sublation [Aufhebung] of the traditional antithesis of nature and his¬ 
tory” 113 occurred in this moment of transitoriness, this “one-time-ness” (. Ein - 
maligkeit ) of the phenomena, to use a term which Adorno borrowed from 
Georg SimmeL 114 In his study on Kierkegaard, Adorno wrote that “precisely 
what comprises real history” was “the irreversible one-time-ness of the historical 
fact” 115 — that is, concrete, particular, transitory nature. But to affirm transi¬ 
toriness as the essential factor in both nature and history was ontology only in a 
negative, antiontological sense. It was in itself dialectical: for that which is tran¬ 
sitory, the one-time, particular, material facticity, cannot be held onto, cannot 
be possessed. As Horkheimer wrote Benjamin: “The injustice, the terror, the 
pains of the past [are] irreparable.” 116 History was irreversible, a “one-way 
street.” 117 The transitoriness of nature was the source of suffering, but at the 
same time, because its essence was change, it was the source of hope. This per¬ 
haps provides the key to Benjamin’s cryptic statement, which Adorno quoted 
with affirmation, “Only because of the hopeless is hope given to us.” 118 


THE DOUBLE CHARACTER OF CONCEPTS 

I have argued that Adorno had no ontological concept of history as mean¬ 
ingful in itself. He used history, in connection with nature as its dialectical 
opposite, as a critical congitive concept, a theoretical tool to demythify socio- 
historical phenomena and rob them of their power over consciousness and 
action. He applied history and nature as mutually determining, mutually cor¬ 
rective concepts. Each in itself had a dynamic and static pole (transitoriness — 
myth), and their precise meaning depended upon the way in which they needed 
to be grouped around the particular object analyzed so that its significance could 
be released. 

What appeared as “natural” was exposed as “second nature,” hence histor¬ 
ically produced. And what appeared as “historical” was exposed in terms of the 
material “first nature” which passed away within it. But the process of demythi- 
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fication might proceed on another axis: the archaic could be made to appear 
meaningful in the light of the present; or the very newness and modernity of the 
present could be made to suddenly release its significance when seen as archaic. 
To a large extent, Walter Benjamin’s writings revolved around this axis. As 
Adorno noted: 

The totality of his thought is characterized by what may be called “natural 
history.” ... He is driven not merely to awaken congealed life in petrified 
objects — as in allegory — but also to scrutinize living things so that they 
present themselves as being- ancient, “ur-historical” and abruptly release 
their significance. 119 

Adorno also used this cognitive technique, particularly the procedure of identi¬ 
fying archaic elements within the most modern phenomena. 120 Whatever the 
axis of the analysis, the critical procedure remained the same: dialectically op¬ 
posed concepts were used as tools to demythologize the world and open it up 
to critical understanding. 

To understand this procedure is to grasp the essential mechanism of 
Adorno’s method of criticism as a process of dialectics without identity. It will 
be recalled that he accepted Lukacs’s argument that the antinomies of bourgeois 
thought reflected a reality in itself contradictory; they could not be reconciled 
in theory so long as social reality remained unchanged. 121 Given the premise of 
an essentially antagonistic, contradictory reality, it is clear why Adorno felt that 
knowledge of the present demanded the juxtaposition of contradictory concepts 
whose mutually negating tension could not be dissolved. 

Not only the antithetical concepts of history and nature but also, for ex¬ 
ample, the concepts of individual and society were used in this way by Adorno 
as critical tools of cognition: whenever bourgeois theory posited the primacy 
of the autonomous individual (e.g., the autonome ratio of idealism), Adorno 
demonstrated the way in which the individual reflected the social totality. But 
where the social collective was given essential priority (e.g., the left’s concept of 
a collective revolutionary subject, the right’s concept of Gemeinschaft, Hitler’s 
concept of das Volk), Adorno countered with the charge that the modern indi¬ 
vidual was in fact asisolated and monad-like in his existence asbourgeoistheorists 
like Husserl maintained. Or, that which appeared as rational order in bourgeois 
society was shown by Adorno to be irrational chaos; but where reality was 
posited as anarchic and irrational, Adorno exposed the class order which lay be¬ 
neath this appearance. 122 Still another example: where nature confronted men 
as a mythic power, Adorno called for the control of that nature by reason; but 
where rational control of nature took the form of domination, Adorno exposed 
such instrumental reason as a new mythology. The fluctuating meanings of 
Adorno’s concepts, their purposeful ambivalence, is a major source of the diffi¬ 
culty in interpreting his works. But it was precisely his intent to frustrate the^ 
categorizing, defining mentality which by the twentieth cenlury had itself be- 
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come “second nature.” Only if thought remained fluid and avoided dogma could 
it be the ally of history as it ought to unfold. In Adorno’s essays, dialectically 
opposed pairs of concepts, each of which in itself had two opposed levels of 
meaning, were juxtaposed to reveal the truth of a contradictory social reality. 

The discussion so far has been documented with the early, pre-institute 
writings of Adorno, in keeping with the focus of this study on the origins of his 
theory. Yet although it is discussed again in a later chapter and a different con¬ 
text, the book Dialektik der Aufklarung (Dialectic of Enlightenment), which 
Adorno wrote with Max Horkheimer during World War II, cannot be left out of 
a consideration of Adorno’s conception of history, even at the risk of repeti¬ 
tion. 123 Dialektik der Aufklarung presented a historical dialectic of reason, 
originating in the negation of myth, only to reverse in modern times into myth 
itself. Because this notion was far removed from Marx’s description of history 
as class struggle, the study has been commonly interpreted as a turning point 
in the theory of the Frankfurt Institute when, as Jay has argued, “the Frankfurt 
School travelled the last leg of its long march away from orthodox Marxism.” 124 
It seems clear that what Jay observed as a new direction of the Frankfurt “School” 
was due far less to its own organic development than to the shift in power among 
its members after Adorno joined, and especially after he moved to California in 
1941 and began working closely with Horkheimer. 125 For Dialektik der Auf¬ 
klarung was not a radical departure from Adorno’s earlier methodology. It could 
in fact be seen as a concrete working out of the idea of “natural history” which 
he outlined in his 1932 speech. In the book the moments of dynamic history 
and static myth were juxtaposed in order to give critical meaning to the present: 
reason was criticized as “myth,” while historical progress was seen as the return 
of the “ever-identical” ( Immergleiche ) because of the violence which it did to 
material “first nature”; the most recent history (mass culture and anti-Semitism) 
was exposed as archaic barbarism, while the archaic, the epic poem of the 
Odyssey , was read as an expression of the most modern, with Odysseus the 
“prototype of the bourgeois individual.” 126 There was a constant use of anti¬ 
thetical concept-pairs (magic-science, enlightenment-myth, morality-barbarism, 
progression-regression) converging in constellations which demystified both the 
concepts and the reality they attempted to define. 

Adorno’s 1932 speech was openly indebted to Benjamin’s Trauerspiel study; 
Dialektik der Aufklarung showed just as clearly the influence of Benjamin’s 
Geschichtsphilosophische Thesen (Theses on the Philosophy of History), the last 
piece he wrote before committing suicide in 1940. 127 This short and very enig¬ 
matic document was one of Benjamin’s most significant philosophical statements. 
It was intended as the theoretical introduction to his major, never-completed 
work the Passagenarbeit, on which he worked throughout the decade of the 
thirties. 128 Significantly, whereas the Trauerspiel book was not intended to be 
dialectical and materialist, (he Passagenarbeif was. Yel in these theses on history 
Benjamin returned 129 to the radical relativism to which he and Adorno had Com 
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mitted themselves at Konigstein in 1929: the truth of any past phenomenon was 
not static, not outside of history, but immanent and hence mediated by a con¬ 
stantly changing present. 130 The historian who heeded this 

. . . stops letting the sequence of events run through his fingers like a rosary. 

He grasps the constellation which his own era enters into with a very spe¬ 
cific earlier one. 131 

The articulation of historical origins was not the discovery of something in the 
past, as in Ranke’s famous formula “wie es eigentlich gewesen ist” 132 (as it 
actually was). To identify the historical “source” ( Ursprung ) or historical proto¬ 
type ( Urbild ) or historical development ( Urgeschichte ) was to construct it from 
the perspective of the present, and for the purpose of criticizing the present. Dia- 
lektik was precisely this kind of construction , der Aufkldrung the “ Urgeschichte 
of subjectivity.” 133 And when the first “Excursus” interpreted Odysseus as the 
prototype ( Urbild ) of the bourgeois individual, the purpose was not to challenge 
the Marxist paradigm of history as class struggle, 134 but to read this archaic 
image as a configuration of modernity so that it became the occasion for a criti¬ 
cal comprehension of the present. If the method was not new for Adorno, what 
had changed was the nature of the “present.” Objective conditions in 1944 were 
not what they had been at the time of Adorno’s speech to the Kantgesellschaft. 
When in 1932, with the bourgeois order in ruins, an objective potential for revo¬ 
lution existed, the greatest cognitive obstacle to its realization seemed to be the 
reification which made reality appear as “second nature” rather than historically 
produced. By 1940, it was less the static appearance of reality that needed de¬ 
mystifying than the appearance of historical progress. The revolutionary situa¬ 
tion had led to totalitarianism rather than liberation, and this was true not only 
of Hitler’s Germany but Stalin’s Russia as well. Shocked by the Nazi-Soviet Pact 
of 1939 135 (so much so that he saw the necessity for the retreat of revolutionary 
vision into theology, now that all earthly homelands had proven unsafe), 136 
Benjamin claimed that the major stumbling block to revolutionary consciousness 
had shifted from the acceptance of a static “second nature” to the belief in his¬ 
tory as progress: “Nothing has corrupted the German working class so much as 
the notion that it was moving with the current.” 137 Marxist theory needed to be 
reinterpreted within this present constellation. Benjamin noted in a rough draft 
of the Geschichtsphilosophische Thesen : 

Marx says, revolutions are the locomotives of world history. But perhaps 

it is really totally different. Perhaps revolutions are the grasp by the human 

race travelling in rhis train for the emergency brake. 138 

Dialektik der Aufkldrung was an attempt by Adorno and Horkheimer to fulfill 
precisely the cognitive task which Benjamin had identified in 1940 as the most 
pressing, that is, to dismantle the myth of history as progress. To do this they 
built upon the work of (he Institute on authority, 139 and demonstrated that 
wlmt Max Weber had identified as (hr inaCiisiug rationalization and “disenchant 
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ment” of society did not lead progressively t o a rational social order, but instead 
to new structures of domination in the forms of monopoly capitalism and politi¬ 
cal totalitarianism. It was within this configuration that Adorno and Horkheimer 
reconstructed the historical dialectic of reason: reason originated as the tool for 
the domination of nature, but, intimately connected with self-renunciation and 
bourgeois asceticism, it had turned “against the thinking subject himself.” 140 
Rational control of inner and outer nature was reflected in the very form of En¬ 
lightenment thought: logical abstraction led not only to the reification of cog¬ 
nition but also to the domination of the content of thought by the concepts; 
such conceptualizing legitimated doing violence to “first nature.” The authors 
concluded: “Enlightenment is totalitarian.” 141 

Dialektik der Aufklarung was not a self-contained philosophy of history, 
and to read it as a positive if gloomy statement of the essence of history is to 
miss the point. The book was a critical negation of that rationalist, idealist, pro¬ 
gressive view of history which in bourgeois society had itself become “second 
nature.” This critique was made for the sake of the Enlightenment and the 
rationality which it promised. The words Adorno used to describe Walter Benja¬ 
min’s method apply perhaps with equal accuracy to his and Horkheimer’s nega¬ 
tion of the bourgeois view of history: 

He viewed the modern world as archaic not in order to conserve the traces 

of a purportedly eternal truth but rather to escape the trance-like captivity 

of bourgeois immanence. 142 

The polemical, iconoclastic intent of the study is the reason why it focused on 
two sacred cows of bourgeois rational thought, the harmonious age of ancient 
Greece 143 and the eighteenth-century Enlightenment. These moments of an 
idealized past were juxtaposed to the most barbaric, most irrational phenomena 
of the present in order to demythologize the present and the past’s hold over it. 
As an attack on progress, the book should be interpreted less as proof of the 
authors’ growing pessimism (a subjective-psychological explanation) than as 
documentation of the shift in objective conditions. For when Hitler caught the 
wave of history, revolutionary hope found itself pitted against the historical tide. 

Was this position really so far removed from Marx? Jay has claimed that in 
Dialektik der Aufklarung class conflict, “that foundation stone of any truly 
Marxist theory,” was replaced “with a new motor of history. The focus was now 
placed on the larger conflict between man and nature both without and with¬ 
in. . . ,” 144 The importance of the concept of class for any “truly Marxist” 
theory cannot be disputed; neither can the fact that this emphasis represented a 
change in the focus of the “Frankfurt School,” insofar as such a “school” can 
be said to have existed. What seems clear, however, is that at least Adorno never 
considered the theory of class struggle as the essential element of dialectical 
materialism, that from the very beginning he rejected the concept of dialectical 
development as an immutable law of history or nature, that he conceived of the 
dialectic in accord with Marx's paradigm of the dialectic of labor rather than the 
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history of class struggle, 145 as a process between man and nature, consciousness 
and reality, present knowledge and past history. The critical tension which this 
nonidentity generated was the potential for the actual development of reason 
in history. 

In “Die Idee der Naturgeschichte,” Adorno stated that his argument was de¬ 
rived “from certain fundamental elements of the materialist dialectic.” 146 It is 
true that the term “natural history” was used by Benjamin in his 1925 study of 
Baroque tragic drama, and that he had not then borrowed it from Marx. But 
Adorno in 1932 was certainly aware that Marx too had used this term. The 
phrase “natural history” ( Naturgeschichte ) appears in Marx’s 1844 Economic 
and Philosophic Manuscripts, that document to which, as was noted in the pre¬ 
ceding chapter, Adorno most assuredly had access even before it was first pub¬ 
lished in Germany in 19 3 2. 147 Not only did Marx state that “history is an actual 
part of natural history rather than positing history as an ontological first 
principle. 148 He also used the terms “nature” and “history” as critical, intercor¬ 
rective concepts in much the same manner as Adorno, and attacked Hegelian 
idealism because it totally subsumed nature within the historical unfolding of 
absolute spirit. 149 He criticized vulgar materialism for speaking of human activity 
as mere nature, thereby neglecting its social, noneternal (i.e., historical) charac¬ 
ter. 150 Finally, when Marx defined society’s goal as “the true resurrection of 
nature, the fulfilled naturalism of man and the humanism of nature,” 151 this was 
not far from Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s hope in Dialektik der Aufklarung for 
the realization of a “reconciliation [ Versohnung] with nature.” 152 

It is not our task here to consider at length Marx’s own concept of history. 
Surely he shared the bourgeois belief in progress, and there was much in 
Marx’s later writings to justify Engels’s understanding of dialectics as a natural 
law of historical development, as well as Lukacs’s teleological understanding of 
history, with its sanctioning of the domination of nature. 153 If there were Marx¬ 
ist elements in Adorno’s understanding of history, his was not Marx’s under¬ 
standing. 

Nonetheless, on a deeper level than simply common vocabulary, Dialektik 
der Aufklarung had an affinity to Marxism which, it could be argued in the case 
of Adorno, marked a turn toward Marx rather than away from him. For if the 
book was more than a critical negation of bourgeois philosophies of history, 
then its positive message was that when dialectical change takes place within the 
superstructure alone and leaves the class structure untouched, it falls back on it¬ 
self and repeats itself like a cycle of nature. The book thus attested to the in¬ 
adequacy of revolution within “reason” when what was needed was a revolution 
within society. 154 But the same, it implied, was true of a dialectic within the 
substructure alone. 155 And Adorno was not ready to give up philosophizing. 




Chapter 4. A Logic of 
Disintegration: The Object 


THE ORIGINS OF NEGATIVE DIALECTICS 

In the preceding chapter, Adorno’s approach to the problem of history 
provided a concrete illustration of his dialectical procedure. By juxtaposing 
antithetical concepts (nature-history) and by exposing the irreconcilability of 
concepts with the reality which they were supposed to describe (the idea of 
history or nature versus its reality), Adorno was engaged in a double task of see¬ 
ing through the mere appearances of bourgeois reality and the alleged adequacy 
of bourgeois concepts used to define it. As with Hegel, contradiction, with nega¬ 
tion as its logical principle, gave this thinking its dynamic structure and provided 
the motor force for critical reflection. But whereas Hegel saw negativity, the 
movement of the concept toward its “other,” as merely a moment in a larger 
process toward systematic completion, Adorno saw no possibility of an argu¬ 
ment coming to rest in unequivocal synthesis. He made negativity the hallmark 
of his dialectical thought precisely because he believed Hegel had been wrong: 
reason and reality did not coincide. As with Kant, Adorno’s antinomies remained 
antinomial, but this was due to the limits of reality rather than reason. Non- 
reconciliatory thinking was compelled by objective conditions: because the con¬ 
tradictions of society could not be banished by means of thought, contradiction 
could not be banished within thought either. 

Adorno affirmed neither concept nor reality in itself. Instead, he posited 
each in critical reference to its other. Put another way, each was affirmed only 
in its nonidentity to the other. Indeed, the “principle of nonidentity,” which 
Adorno was to develop with increasing richness, became the foundation of his 
philosophy, that is, of “negative dialectics.” 

Adorno did not speak of a “principle” of nonidentity until after he joined 
t lie Institute, 1 and “negative dialectics” was an even later formulation, 2 although 
tire substance of both was already evident in Adorno’s theory by the early thirties. 
Al that lime he called his philosophical method a “logic of disintegration,” 3 a 
phrase which not only indicated die nonholistic character of tlie approach but 
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also implied the reason for its necessity. For as we have seen, 4 Adorno believed 
that the lost sense of wholeness of his own time was a symptom of the decay of 
the bourgeois era. Present history was the chronicle of its disintegration. Bank¬ 
ruptcy faced not only the bourgeois economic system but its efforts at ideological 
hegemony as well. Economic crisis and the widely acknowledged “crisis in cul¬ 
ture” which had anticipated it were hence two sides of the same inflated coin. 
As Walter Benjamin wrote: “With the upheaval of the market economy, we 
begin to recognize the monuments of the bourgeoisie as ruins even before they 
have crumbled.” 5 The fragmentation of intellectual disciplines, the fact that 
philosophy had lost its early bourgeois position as the synthesizer and systema- 
tizer of all knowledge, was one manifestation of such disintegration. Accepting 
the division of intellectual labor as an unavoidable condition of present produc¬ 
tion yet convinced that the technical problems of geistige praxis manifested the 
antagonisms of the social structure, 6 Adorno considered that his task as a philos¬ 
opher was to undermine the already tottering frame of bourgeois idealism by 
exposing the contradictions which riddled its categories and, following their 
inherent logic, push them to the point where the categories were made to self- 
destruct. It was this goal, the accomplishment of a liquidation of idealism from 
within, which Adorno had in mind when he formulated the current demands of 
philosophy as necessitating a “logic of disintegration.” 

What separated Adorno’s goal from sheer nihilism was his belief that a new 
logic could be educed out of the very contradictions of idealism. To use a phrase 
which Adorno borrowed from Brecht, he felt the decaying categories could be 
“refunctioned” ( umfunktioniert ) 7 into tools of dialectical materialist cognition. 
The sublation of idealism might be induced to generate out of its own ruins a 
“dialectical,” “materialist” philosophy, the historical and logical necessity of 
which was thereby demonstrated. In good Hegelian fashion, 8 Adorno made no 
distinction between theory and method: the process of arriving at such a philos¬ 
ophy was itself the new philosophy in action. 

Such was the philosophical program which Adorno outlined in his inaugural 
lecture “Die Aktualitat der Philosophic.” It must be admitted that his procedure 
had a certain ex post facto character. He already had an idea of what the cate¬ 
gories of the new materialism would look like. Most of them had been articulated 
by Walter Benjamin during the 1920s. But whereas Benjamin simply posited the 
categories, Adorno, far better versed in the problems of contemporary philos¬ 
ophy, attempted by means of a critique of Kierkegaard’s existentialism (written 
1928-1933) and a critique of Husserl’s phenomenology (written 1934-1937) to 
educe them systematically out of these late forms of idealism. Nonetheless, 
Adorno’s almost intuitive conviction of the validity of Benjamin’s approach 
predated his efforts to prove its logical and historical necessity. 

The origins of “negative dialectics” are therefore to be found in Benjamin’s 
early works and the intellectual dialogue between him and Adorno, which began 
in 1929 when they formulated a common program at Konigslein, and which 
bore fruit in Adorno’s writings during the early (hulk's. An analysis of I lie so 
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origins provides a key to Adorno’s philosophy, even in its later, mature form. 
The next two chapters will present the first formulations of his philosophical 
categories, demonstrate their indebtedness to Benjamin’s early work, and analyze 
them as a response to the technical problems confronting the philosophy of his 
own age, problems which the traditional bourgeois methods seemed incapable 
of resolving. 

Before proceeding, however, one point needs clarification. During the 1960s 
Adorno’s method of “negative dialectics” became identified with the “Critical 
Theory” of the Frankfurt Institute, of which he had become the most illustrious 
member. Yet in tracing the origins of Adorno’s method, I have purposely avoided 
equating it with “Critical Theory,” a term which lacks substantive precision. 
Critical Theory was never a fully articulated philosophy which members of the 
Institute applied in an identical fashion. It was far more a set of assumptions 
which they shared, and which distinguished their approach from bourgeois, or 
“traditional,” theory. 9 Within this common frame, methodology of individual 
members could and did vary. Furthermore, the term lacks historical precision, 
referring generally to the Institute’s theoretical orientation during the thirty-odd 
years of Max Horkheimer’s directorship, and although Adorno later clearly felt 
comfortable with the term, he first outlined the distinguishing characteristics 
of his own method in the inaugural lecture written seven years before he became 
an Institute member. At that time (May 1931), Horkheimer had been the Insti¬ 
tute’s director for only a few months, and the new orientation in critical meth¬ 
odology which he brought to it was just beginning to take shape. Of course, even 
then Horkheimer’s ideas had much in common with Adorno’s, due to their close 
personal and intellectual friendship. Their move toward Marxism in the late 
twenties had been a shared experience, and Horkheimer had been present at the 
Konigstein talks. But the impact of dialectical materialism on their thinking was 
not identical and it led them in different directions. Horkheimer turned toward 
the social sciences, while Adorno, instead of joining his friend at the Institute, 
chose to accept an academic position. 

The young Adorno saw himself as a philosopher and an artist, 10 not a social 
scientist, and he was then clearly more excited by the literary criticism of Walter 
Benjamin than by the empirical social research projects of the Institute. As for 
the Institute’s evaluation of Adorno, it is worth noting that two articles which 
he submitted to the Institute journal in the thirties failed, repeatedly, to pass 
the review board. 11 And although the articles by Adorno which were accepted — 
“Zur gesellschaftlichen Lage der Musik” (1932) and “Uber Jazz” (1936) — were 
of lasting importance to his intellectual development, 12 his major works of these 
years were the more strictly philosophical studies of Kierkegaard and Husserl. 
The themes of jazz and the social condition of music reflected the Institute’s 
primary concern with the ideological content of cultural phenomena, the ques¬ 
tion of how geistige products functioned to support or challenge the societal 
status quo. This was, of course, something quite distinct from Adorno’s self- 
prescribed task of fostering lire liquidation of idealist philosophy. 
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Horkheimer believed as firmly as Adorno that bourgeois philosophy was in 
a state of decay, 13 but he seems to have concluded that if metaphysics was no 
longer possible, then the philosopher had to look to the aid of the social sciences 
in order to find truth. Although those sciences, in turn, needed a critical, specu¬ 
lative awareness, philosophy as a separate discipline was eliminated — liquidated 
from without as it were. 14 For Horkheimer, the problem of “the object” tended 
to dissolve into (Marxian) sociology, the problem of “the subject” into (Freudian) 
psychology, 15 and Critical Theory attempted to explain their interrelationship. 
In his inaugural lecture as Institute director, he referred to a dialectical interac¬ 
tion between theory and empirical research. 16 Adorno, however, discerned a 
dialectical process within philosophy itself. 

Indeed, Adorno had an almost Hegelian faith in the immanent logic of 
philosophy, in its historical development as the unfolding of truth, even if, in 
very un-Hegelian fashion, he believed that truth critically challenged the course 
of history rather than merged with it. Convinced that social contradictions ap¬ 
peared within the material of philosophy in a mediated form, and that the 
philosopher, like the artist, had to be “absolutely modern,” had to grasp these 
contradictions in their most current and (in an age of disintegration) their most 
antagonistic manifestation, Adorno took up the struggles bequeathed by the 
preceding generation of philosophers, placed himself within their ranks, and 
from this fifth-column position pressed the antinomies of their theories to the 
point where the dialectical negation of idealism might be achieved. 17 This argu¬ 
mentation from within, on the basis of philosophy’s own inherent, historically 
developed logic, in order to break out of bourgeois idealism and into revolu¬ 
tionary materialism, was Adorno’s meaning of “immanent criticism,” and it 
constituted the substance of his idea of a “logic of disintegration.” 

This program bound Adorno to Benjamin more than Horkheimer. 18 Al¬ 
though Horkheimer, too, claimed that if bourgeois theory was to be effectively 
challenged, it had to be from “within,” to him this meant simply that such 
theory could not be dismissed externally by adapting some metaphysically trans¬ 
cendental, antibourgeois viewpoint, that instead one had to expose the gap be¬ 
tween bourgeois theory and its own reality. In his essays Horkheimer would 
confront bourgeois concepts (of justice, reason, individualism) with the actuality 
of bourgeois society (its injustice, irrationalism, monopoly capitalism), or he 
would point to the discrepancy between the potential affluence of present pro¬ 
ductive forces and the existing scarcity, or he would demonstrate that, e.g., 
Lebensphilosophie betrayed its own intent of protest because, functioning as a 
support for the societal status quo, it converged with precisely the positivism 
it attacked. 19 But unlike Adorno, Horkheimer did not get deeply involved in the 
technical controversies of contemporary philosophy. 20 Hence, although almost all 
his articles in the Institute’s journal, the Zeitschrift fur Sozialforschung, during 
live thirties were critiques of bourgeois philosophy, they were not themselves 
“philosophical” in the strict sense of the term. Keeping one foot outside the 
discipline, he traced themes and concepts descriptively through the history of 


A Logic of Disintegration: The Object 


67 


the bourgeois era (his factual knowledge of history was f ar superior to Adorno’s) 
so that their social function might be revealed. 21 Horkheimer moved between 
theory and society, pointing out corresponding structures in consciousness and 
reality in a manner more similar to the early Lukacs (and hence Lukacs’s teacher 
Wilhelm Dilthey, whose work Horkheimer appreciated considerably) 22 In con¬ 
trast, Adorno used “immanent criticism” not merely as a method of Ideo - 
logiekritik, but as a means of discovering truth. He attempted quite literally to 
make the structure of bourgeois society visible within the very words of the 
bourgeois texts — it was a kind of dialectical exegesis, Spachkritik rather than 
Ideologiekritik , more critical interpretation than theory. 23 

The difference between Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s methods implied a dif¬ 
ferent ground for judgmental validity. Horkheimer’s arguments rested on princi¬ 
ples of moral rectitude, 24 indeed, principles developed by the very bourgeois 
society that he was attacking. As he explained: 

If we take seriously the ideas by which the bourgeoisie explains its own 
order — free exchange, free competition, harmony of interests, and so on — 
and if we follow them to their logical conclusion, they manifest their inner 
contradiction and therefore their real opposition to the bourgeois order} 5 

The transcendent element of idealism which allowed a moral distinction to be 
made between what is and what ought to be remained essential to Horkheimer 
despite his advocacy of empirical research. Adorno would later recall, “With you 
the primary thing was indignation over injustice,” and he noted that Horkheimer 
was indebted to the Judaic ethics of his family as well as bourgeois Enlighten¬ 
ment principles for this impulse. 26 At the same time he observed that their early 
experiences “did not run parallel. Far more, they converged.” 27 If the impulse 
for Horkheimer’s social criticism was an ethical, quasi-religious humanism, 
Adorno was primarily concerned with the problem of truth. For him, not issues 
of right or wrong, but judgments of true or false were the necessary ground for 
theory’s validation. In an era when metaphysics had lost all legitimacy, Adorno 
kept asking the metaphysical question, just as in an era which had proclaimed 
God dead, Horkheimer refused to dismiss the moral problem of good and evil 28 
Adorno, the metaphysician with no faith in metaphysics; Horkheimer, the 
moralist without belief in divine providence — to describe them thus may in 
fact articulate what held their intellectual paths apart in the thirties, and indeed 
Ihroughout their lives. 29 The difference accounts for Horkheimer’s greater con¬ 
cern with the gap between “imputed” and empirical proletariat consciousness, 30 
lor he considered that in the modern era, moral praxis was necessarily political 
praxis. The failure of the proletariat to achieve revolutionary consciousness be¬ 
came the focus of the Institute’s research during the first decade of his director¬ 
ship, 31 whereas Adorno’s overriding interest in the questions of the truth of 
theory, or the validity of art, as issues totally separate from the problem of 
proletariat consciousness, caused the whole notion of a collective revolutionary 
subject to fall out of his theory. 32 
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Still, the polarity between metaphysician and moralist should not be stressed 
too strongly, as it was never categorical. 33 Their work was essentially comple¬ 
mentary, and became increasingly so after 1938. Even if Adorno’s original 
choice was to teach within the traditional discipline of philosophy rather than 
to join Horkheimer’s Institute, he acknowledged from the first the dependence 
of his kind of philosophizing on the findings of social science research, 34 just as 
Horkheimer considered speculative theory indispensable to the process of re¬ 
search. The former was doing sociological philosophy; the latter, philosophical 
sociology. Furthermore, Adorno early incorporated Horkheimer’s concern for 
the injustices of human suffering, as we saw in his critique of the concept of 
history. 35 And Horkheimer shared Adorno’s interest, if not his preoccupation, 
with the task of establishing a new ground for dialectical, materialist theory. 36 
In fact, Adorno’s correspondence makes it clear that hope of collaborating with 
Horkheimer on this task was one reason why Adorno in 1938 finally decided to 
join the Institute in the United States. As he wrote Benjamin in June of that 
year: 

Furthermore, the literary plans of Max and me are now taking on a very 
concrete form. It is as good as set that we will first of all write a long essay 
together on the new open-ended form of the dialectic. We are both totally 
full of the plan. . . . 37 

With the outbreak of war, however, this essay, part of a “proposed great mate¬ 
rialistic logic,” 38 was put aside in favor of Dialektik der Aufklarung, the theme 
of which more adequately expressed their shock at the barbarism of Auschwitz 
and Hiroshima. When Adorno finally wrote his essay on the new form of the 
dialectic in 1966 ( Negative Dialektik ), it was as the sole author. 39 

It is interesting that the description of Critical Theory which appeared in 
the Institute’s journal in 1941 (in the first English issue) reflected Adorno’s 
more rigorous conception of immanent criticism, 40 as well as a very Benjaminian 
kind of induction as the method of arriving at truth, 41 indications that the 
change in the Institute’s theory at that time was as much the result of a power 
shift following Adorno’s arrival as it was a response to world eveitts, while 
Adorno’s own position remained remarkably consistent over time. 42 

This is not to suggest that Adorno had no new ideas after the age of thirty. 
The theme of domination which became central in his writings after 1940 was 
heavily indebted to the Institute’s theoretical and empirical work during the 
thirties on the problem of authority, 43 work which Adorno carried further in his 
contribution to The Authoritarian Personality . 44 Nor did those ideas which re¬ 
mained constant in his theory emerge full-blown like Minerva out of his youthful 
head; one has the sense from his early writings that his formulation of concepts 
preceded his own full understanding of their potentialities. Only after years of 
working with them was he able to develop out of their abstract possibilities a 
clear, concrete meaning. 
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The goal of transcending idealism by leading its concepts via their own im¬ 
manent logic to the point of self-liquidation was one to which Adorno kept 
returning. As he wrote in the preface to Negative Dialektik: 

To use the strength of the subject to break through the fallacy of constitu¬ 
tive subjectivity — this is what the author felt to be his task ever since he 
came to trust his own mental impulses. . . , 45 

This was the impetus for his major study on Husserl, Zur Metakritik der Erkennt- 
nistheorie , 46 and it was the task which he first proposed for philosophy in his 
inaugural lecture. Indeed, it is tempting to suggest that Adorno may have had 
this latter document before him when he was writing the introduction to Nega¬ 
tive Dialektik , so great is the affinity of their philosophical intent. 47 “Die 
Aktualitat der Philosophic” is therefore a key document for introducing the con¬ 
cepts of Adorno’s “logic of disintegration” and the “negative dialectics” into 
which it evolved. 

In the following discussion of those concepts in their original formulation, 
attention will be given to the way in which each embodied a specific configura¬ 
tion of the idea of nonidentity 48 In the process of demonstrating the extent 
of Adorno’s indebtedness to Benjamin (as distinct from Horkheimer and the 
Frankfurt Institute) 49 I shall document the consistency of Adorno’s theory 
over time by noting parallel passages from Negative Dialektik . 50 


THE CONCRETE PARTICULAR AND THE 
DILEMMA OF BOURGEOIS PHILOSOPHY 

Philosophy, in view of the present historical situation, has its true interest 
where Hegel, at one with tradition, registered his disinterest: with the non- 
conceptual, the singular and the particular; with that which since Plato has 
been dismissed as transitory and insignificant, and upon which Hegel hung 
the label of “foul existence.” 51 

If, in his inaugural address, Adorno was not yet attempting a systematic 
eduction of a materialist logic out of the ruins of idealism, he nonetheless made 
il clear that the problem of “Die Aktualitat der Philosophic” could not be de- 
l ached from the history of philosophy. He began by summarizing briefly the 
problems encountered by current philosophical schools, and concluded: 

I have discussed the most recent history of philosophy not for a general 
intellectual history [geisteswissenschaftliche] orientation, but because only 
out of the historical entanglement of questions and answers does the ques¬ 
tion of philosophy's actuality emerge precisely. 52 

Adorno’s point was that his program for “the dissolution of that which has long 
been termed philosophy ” 53 (i.e., bourgeois idealism) was noian arbitrary choice 
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of subjective fancy, but that it emerged out of the “demands of the philosophical 
material in its present stage of development.” “Actuality” referred to: 

. . . whether, after the failure of the last great efforts, there exists an ade¬ 
quacy between the philosophical questions and the possibility of their being 
answered at all: whether the actual results of the most recent history of 
these problems is more, the essential inanswerability of the cardinal philo¬ 
sophical questions. The question is in no way rhetorical, but should be 
taken very literally. Every philosophy which today does not depend on the 
security of current intellectual and social conditions, but instead upon truth, 
sees itself facing the problem of a liquidation of philosophy. 54 

Adorno used terms of natural decay in his speech to describe idealist concepts 
and tenets of philosophy, treating them like material objects with a life and a 
death of their own, and thereby conveying their historical character, that is, 
their transitoriness. 55 He argued, in critical reference to Heidegger’s then popular 
ontology of being: 56 “The idea of being has grown feeble in philosophy; it is no 
more than an empty form principle whose archaic value helps to adorn any con¬ 
tents whatever.” 57 And he used language of decay to describe what he saw as the 
crux of philosophy’s present difficulties, the dissolution of the premise of identity 
between subject and object, considered by bourgeois idealism to be the prerequi¬ 
site for knowledge of truth, which it assumed was necessarily both absolute and 
total: “The adequacy of thought and being as totality . . . has decomposed. . . .” 58 

The autonome ratio - that was the thesis of all idealist systems — was sup¬ 
posed to be capable of developing the concept of reality, and all reality, 
from out of itself. This thesis has disintegrated. 59 

Horkheimer, in the more pedestrian, less metaphorical language of Ideologic- 
kritik , described the death of the identity principle upon which bourgeois 
metaphysics had been founded in terms of a change in the social relations of 
production: 

The idea of unbroken harmony between reality and reason belongs to the 
liberalist phase. It corresponds to a social economy marked by a plurality of 
individual entrepreneurs. 60 

The correspondence had historical validity. The building of great metaphysi¬ 
cal systems did in fact coincide with the pre-1848 period of bourgeois liberalism, 
before the events of that year placed the bourgeoisie on the defensive. No longer 
advocates of revolution, they thenceforth became protectors of their own status 
quo, now threatened by a growing industrial proletariat. Since the 1860s the 
slogan “back to Kant” 61 had articulated the disillusionment among philosophers 
with all metaphysics. Yet neo-Kantianism, the product of new historical con¬ 
ditions, never really did go “back.” Whereas Kant’s critique of metaphysics had 
been radical in its social implications, these new Kantians turned critical reason 
into an ideology of resignation, a positivism that was really defeatism, the pas¬ 
sive acceptance of the world in its given form. According to Adorno, concurrent 
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to the growing “crisis of idealism” the “given” world of the bourgeois social 
order became increasingly difficult to justify. 62 As reason and reality lost touch 
with each other outside of philosophy, they lost touch within philosophy as 
well, and the relationship of subject and object became the most urgent techni¬ 
cal problem confronting modern philosophy, threatening, in fact, its very 
existence. 

Adorno claimed that no matter what their class allegiance, philosophers 
could not avoid acknowledging this problem if they heeded the philosophical 
material itself, 63 even if their adherence to idealist premises prevented them 
from resolving the issue — for it didn’t occur to them that the subject-object 
relationship could be philosophically grounded in the very nonidentity which 
appeared so problematic. Contemporary bourgeois philosophers felt instead 
compelled to opt for either (formal, absolute) reason or (historical, relative) 
reality as the foundation of theory. At one pole, the Marburg neo-Kantians held 
onto the idealist concept of reason as universal, but paid dearly for this by sacri¬ 
ficing (historical and social) content: 

[The Marburg School] renounces every right over reality and withdraws into 
a formal region in which every determination of content is condemned to 
virtually the farthest point of an unending process. 64 

At the opposite pole, Lebensphilosphie, by accepting the historical relativity of 
truth, as well as the necessity of philosophy’s dealing with empirical content 
(lived experience), 

. . . has admittedly maintained contact with reality, but in so doing has lost 
every claim to make sense out of the empirical world which presses in upon 
it. . . . 65 

Edmund Husserl, whom Adorno considered the most progressive of current 
bourgeois philosophers, tried to hold onto both reason and reality. Phenome¬ 
nology was a stubborn attempt to reach knowledge of the object, the “things 
themselves” (“zw den Sachen ” was Husserl’s slogan) without letting go of the 
traditional idealist concept of reason as universal and absolute. 66 Husserl failed, 
but according to Adorno his failure was precisely his success, for it brought the 
dilemmas and inner antagonisms of idealist philosophy to their fullest articula- 
lion. 67 Protesting against abstract formalism, Husserl maintained that knowledge 
was always knowledge of something, yet at the same time he shied away from 
empirical existence because, as transient and contingent, it could not afford a 
base for absolute knowledge. He therefore tried to distinguish between the 
material, “natural” object and its presence within thought, hoping to establish a 
transcendental realm of “thought objects” which could be analyzed by a pure 
logic uncon laminated by empirical heterogeneity. He used the following ex¬ 
ample: In thinking ol (he apple tree in the garden, the object of one’s thought, 
while particular, Is not the same as Ike actual, “natural” tree. The latter can be 
“bracketed oyt M In phenomenological analysis, because even if it burns up, the 
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“meaning” of the tree remains as the “intention” of the thinking act. 68 Adorno 
had already protested against this distinction in his thesis for Cornelius in 1924, 
arguing the empiricist position that the fact that the real tree could burn was 
precisely the point — “particular things can burn up ”: 69 the meaning of the tree, 
the truth that it could change, resided in just that heterogeneity which Husserl 
had tried to eliminate. 

It is important to realize that what was being debated as a philosophical 
problem was of more than scholastic concern. At stake was the very possibility 
of rational understanding. For if reality could not be brought into identity with 
universal, rational concepts, as idealists since Kant had claimed, then it threatened 
to splinter into a profusion of particulars which confronted the subject as 
opaque and inexplicable. These intractable, ineluctable “things,” which Hegel, 
from the macroscopic perspective of a rational totality, had been able to dismiss 
as “foul existence,” suddenly lost their easy familiarity and loomed upon the 
human horizon as alien and threatening, the source of overwhelming anxiety. 
Testifying to the historical specificity of this experience of anxiety was its 
frequent recurrence as a theme in the literature of the twenties and thirties. 70 
It was perhaps nowhere more vividly expressed than in Jean-Paul Sarte’s novel 
Nausea (1938). His description of a chestnut tree in the park (it might just as 
well have been in Husserl’s garden), experienced as a totally “unintentional” 
object, with none of its material contingency bracketed out, merits quoting: 

The roots of the chestnut tree were sunk in the ground just under my bench. 
I couldn’t remember it was a root any more. The words had vanished and 
with them the significance of things, their methods of use, and the feeble 
points of reference which men have traced in their surface. I was sitting, 
stooping forward, head bowed, alone in front of this black, knotty mass, 
entirely beastly, which frightened me. . . . And then all of a sudden, there it 
was, clear as day: existence had suddenly unveiled itself. It had lost the 
harmless look of an abstract category: it was the very paste of things, this 
root was kneaded into existence. . . . All these objects . . . 71 how can I 
explain? They inconvenienced me; I would have liked them to exist less 
strongly, more dryly, in a more abstract way, with more reserve. The 
chestnut tree pressed itself against my eyes. . . . 

In the way : it was the only relationship I could establish between these 
trees, these gates, these stones. In vain I tried to count the chestnut trees, to 
locate them by their relationship to the Velleda, to compare their height 
with the height of the plane trees: each of them escaped the relationship in 
which I tried to enclose it, isolated itself, and overflowed . 72 

Adorno, whose high regard for Sartre the artist was not extended to Sartre the 
philosopher, 73 might have recognized the validity of this description, but not 
the philosophical conclusions which Sartre drew from it. The latter argued that 
the impossibility of subsuming particular phenomena under general, abstract 
categories was proof that existence was absurd. 74 To Adorno it proved only the 
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absurdity of the whole classificatory process, and the equation of such pigeon¬ 
holing with knowledge. In his 1931 speech he stated: 

If philosophy must learn to renounce the question of totality, then it implies 
that it must learn to do without the symbolic function, in which for a long 
time, at least in idealism, the particular appeared to represent the general .... 75 

This philosophical mandate was in agreement with Sartre’s experiential observa¬ 
tion. But where Adorno felt existentialism (as well as phenomenology and Lebens- 
philosophie) made its mistake was in accepting “natural” phenomena as “given” 
immediately in experience. Hegel had already demonstrated the illusory nature 
of such attempts at “concreteness” in the opening pages of Phanomenologie des 
Geistes, arguing that the immediately given “this” or “here” was in fact the 
most abstract. Adorno made use of Hegel’s argument (although he couched it 
in the language of Walter Benjamin) in his critique of the founder of modern 
existentialism, Soren Kierkegaard: 

It may be said that abstraction is the seal of mythical thinking. The ambiguity 
of the guilty connection with nature, whereby everything communicates 
with everything without differentiation, knows no true concretion. Here 
the names of the created things are confused, and in their place remains 
the blind matter or the empty sign. The wide-spread custom of ascribing to 
mythic — archaic — thought the highest degree of concreteness, due to the 
conceptually immediate perception of the “this-here,” leads to error . 76 

For Adorno, “concreteness” necessitated grounding the particular in its dialectical, 
mediated relationship to the totality. The object was thus more than itself, and 
knowledge of it was more than the tautological A=A. But only by the mediation 
of conceptual reflection could this relationship be understood, precisely because 
it was not immediately “given” in experience. 

Of course, the “totality” which Adorno had in mind was not that of Hegel’s 
closed metaphysical system, but the Marxian meaning of the total socioeconomic 
structure of relations which characterized the bourgeois order. 77 Abstracted 
from this whole, looked at as an isolated, “natural” entity, the object “con¬ 
geals . . . into a fetish which merely encloses itself all the more deeply within its 
existence.” 78 The fallacy of existentialism and (Husserl’s) 79 phenomenology was 
that by stopping with the immediately given object, they did not see past this 
fetish-like appearance, whose reified form Lukacs had analyzed as “second na¬ 
ture.” 80 (Both Sartre’s and Husserl’s blindness to the social nature of objects 
was clear from the start in their very choice of a tree, a “first nature” object, to 
illustrate the essence of the cognitive problematic.) 

But (as might be anticipated with Adorno’s penchant for juxtaposing op¬ 
posite positions) there was another side of the issue as well. If the existentialist 
view needed the corrective of dialectical mediation, then dialectics, in turn, in 
abandoning closed, metaphysical systems, needed to confront the particular 
phenomena of everyday life, Hegel's “foul existence," to which Lehensphilosophie 
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and existentialism had justly drawn philosophical attention. Wrote Adorno, phi¬ 
losophy “must give up the great problems, the size of which once hoped to 
guarantee the totality, whereas today between the wide meshes of the big ques¬ 
tions, interpretation slips away.” 81 What distinguished Adorno’s approach was 
not only his Hegelian assertion of the dialectical relation between the particular 
and the general, but the fact that, unlike Hegel, he found the general within the 
very surface characteristics of the particular, and indeed, within those that were 
seemingly insignificant, atypical or extreme. At the crossroads of two seemingly 
contradictory positions, insisting on the dialectical relationship of the phenome¬ 
non to the totality and, at the same time, on the necessity for microcosmic 
analysis, Adorno grounded his concept of the “concrete particular.” 

There can be no doubt that it was Walter Benjamin who convinced Adorno 
of the validity of this approach. Although the rejection of holistic theories and a 
respect for the individual and particular formed a common theme among the 
diverse early influences on Adorno, no one, in his opinion, had made this con¬ 
cern more methodologically fruitful than Benjamin. 

All those who knew Benjamin were impressed by his acute sensitivity for 
the “minutiae,” (das Kleinste), the seemingly insignificant detail. Ernst Bloch 
wrote: 

Benjamin had something, which Lukacs so frightfully lacked ; 83 he had an 
extraordinary eye . . . for the unusual and unschematic, the disruptive, 
individual being ( Einzelsein ) which doesn’t fit into the mold. . . 

Benjamin’s “microscopic gaze,” as Adorno often called it, through which the 
most common objects appeared remarkable, was a uniquely personal characteris¬ 
tic, but it was more. As a tool for philosophical cognition, it provided a means 
for making the very particularity of the object release a significance which dis¬ 
solved its reified appearance and revealed it to be more than a mere tautology, 
more than simply identical with itself. At the same time, the knowledge it^ro* 
leased remained bound to the particular, instead of sacrificing material specificity 
by moving to a level of abstract, ahistorical generalization. 85 

In order to clarify precisely what was unique about Benjamin’s approach, it 
will be helpful to draw a comparison. In his inaugural address Adorno made 
critical reference to Georg Simmel because of the “irrationalistic” and “psy¬ 
chologists” orientation of his Lebensphilosophie . 86 Yet on several other occasions 
he acknowledged Simmel as a precursor of his own intellectual circle. 87 Sig¬ 
nificantly, Simmel also focused his analytical eye on particular phenomena, and 
also had a gift for interpreting the minutiae of existence. 88 Lukacs, who had 
studied with Simmel in Berlin before the war, described his former teacher by 
referring to 

. . . the lightening-like grasp and the strikingly meaningful expressions of as yet 
undiscovered philosophical evidence, the ability to view the smallest and most 
inessential appearances of everyday life so intensively sub specie phtlosophae, 
(hat they become transparent, revealing behind Ihcir transparency a rela¬ 
tional pattern of ettrnul philoiophleul meaning ,* 9 
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The above description is remarkably similar to Bloch’s of Benjamin, except for 
the word “eternal.” That this one exception, however, provides the key to the 
critical difference in their respective methods of dealing with the “particular” is 
apparent in the following illustration. 

Simmel’s short essay “Sociology of Mealtime” was an interpretation of this 
common human activity inspired by an insight into the essential paradox of meals: 
what all men shared in common, “that they must eat and drink,” was at the 
same time the most individualistic, ego-centered activity: 

. . . what I think I can let others know, what I see I can let them see, what I 
speak can be heard by hundreds — but what the individual person eats can 
under no circumstances be eaten by another . 90 

Precisely this fact, he argued, provided the key to interpreting the social rituals 
surrounding meals. Regularity of time and place, the use of utensils and of iden¬ 
tical dishes, aesthetics and table manners — these ceremonial details symbolized 
the necessity of socializing individual wants, which in their “natural” form 
threatened the cohesiveness of the community. 91 

Now consider this short statement from Walter Benjamin’s Einbahnstrasse : 

The way a dinner party has gone can be told at a glance by whoever stays 
behind to view the placement of dishes and cups, of wine glasses and food . 92 

It is clear that whereas Simmel’s analysis of the meal points toward an eternal 
verity of (subjective) human existence, 93 the observation encouraged by Benjamin 
remains bound to the particular (objective) historical event: “His philosophical 
interest was not at all directed at the ahistorical, but instead at precisely the 
most temporally determined, the irreversible.” 94 At the same time these minutiae, 
the “remains of the physical world” (Abhub der Erscheinungswelt), as Adorno, 
citing Freud, referred to them, 95 lack the absurdity of mere existence which 
characterized Sartre’s chestnut tree. Benjamin was able to educe a meaning which 
was more than tautological, which transcended the immediately “given” ob¬ 
jects without transcending their particularity. The uncleared dinner table does 
not bear witness to some general principle concerning the nature of society; but 
il might indeed reveal the nature of that particular society whose members have 
left their traces behind them in the dining room. 96 

II should be noted that microscopic analysis was an early characteristic in 
Benjamin’s writings, predating his move to Marxism, at a time when he was 
Influenced by German romantic theories of literary criticism (especially Novalis 
nnd Sc 1 1 lege I) 97 and by the Kabbalah, the tradition of Jewish mysticism to which 
Gcrshom Scholcm had introduced Benjamin in the 1910s. An outline of this 
method in its pre-Marxist form was provided by Benjamin in Ursprung des 
tieutochen Trauerspiels (1927), where he applied it to the task of literary criti¬ 
cism*® Here the phenomena were hisiorica! texts rather than natural objects: 
the “Idea" of Baroque naglc drama was “decoded” oul of (lie arrangement, not 
4*f dishes and cups, but of the extreme and often contradictory elements which 
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the texts of those dramas contained. It was as a method of textual analysis (but 
placed within the frame of Marxist theory) that Benjamin’s approach appeared 
to Adorno as such a potentially fruitful tool for his own project, the liquidation 
of idealism. A microscopic analysis which could identify the general (i.e., the 
bourgeois social structure) within the particular (the details of bourgeois phil¬ 
osophical texts) could indicate more than the social function of ideas (. Ideologie - 
kritik ); it promised to make possible statements of objective truth, albeit histor¬ 
ically specific. Instead of simply demonstrating the ideological implications of 
philosophical schools, the way in which general positions (positivism, irration¬ 
alism, and the like) acted as supports to the status quo, this method took Adorno 
deep into the particulars of the philosophical texts, so that the very words and 
their arrangements, apparently insignificant details, became meaningful, releasing 
a significance not even intended by the author. Indeed, “unintentional truth” 
was precisely the object of Adorno’s critical inquiry. But before examining more 
closely this idea of unintentional truth (which was also Benjamin’s originally), 
it may be helpful by way of summary to make explicit the aspects of “non¬ 
identity” contained within the concept of the “concrete particular.” 

The particular was not “a case of the general”; it could not be identif ied by 
placing it within a general category, for its significance lay in its contingency 
rather than its universality." Further (and this was what separated the theory 
from nominalism), the particular was not identical to itself. It was more than the 
tautological “rose is a rose” because of its mediated relationship to society. 100 
Like Leibniz’s monads, 101 each particular was unique, yet each contained a pic¬ 
ture of the whole, an “image of the world,” 102 which within a Marxist frame 
meant an image of the bourgeois social structure. Because this general social 
reality was also not absolute, but a particular moment within the historical 
process, 103 instead of being ontologically and eternally valid, it was itself “sedi¬ 
mented history.” 104 There was also a utopian dimension to nonidentity as it 
related to the concrete particular. The transitoriness of particulars was the 
promise of a different future, while their small size, their elusiveness to categoriza¬ 
tion implied a def iance of the very social structure they expressed. Reading the 
nonidentity of the particular as a promise of utopia was an idea Adorno took 
from Ernst Bloch. 105 Insisting on recognition of the “not-yet-existing” ( Noch- 
nicht-seiende ), 106 Bloch grounded hope for the future in those nonidentical 
“traces” (, Spuren ) 107 of utopia already experienced within the present. In his 
inaugural lecture, Adorno echoed this thought: “only in traces [Spuren] and 
ruins” was there “hope of ever coming across genuine and just reality.” 108 That 
the locus of utopian hope was in the small things, in details which slipped out 
of the conceptual net, was an idea Adorno had already expressed in his philos¬ 
ophy of music, and it remained important in his aesthetic theory. As he wrote 
in 1928 in regard to Schubert’s music: 

, . . change succeeds only in the smallest thing. Where the scale is lui^e. death 

dominates . m 
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UNINTENTIONAL TRUTH 

Interpretation of the unintentional through a juxtaposition of the analytical¬ 
ly isolated elements, and illumination of the real by the power of such 
interpretation: that is the program of every authentically materialist knowl¬ 
edge. . . . no 

Crucial to “negative dialectics” was not only the object’s nonidentity with 
itself, but its nonidentity with the knowing subject, the mind and its logical 
processes. In Adorno’s inaugural lecture, this level of nonidentity found expres¬ 
sion in the term “unintentional truth,” and Adorno’s choice of words was not 
without significance. At the time, Horkheimer and his colleagues at the Institute 
were also insisting that subject and object were not identical. 111 But the notion 
of “the unintentional” said more. If the Institute’s Ideologiekritik essays exposed 
the untruth of identity (of the Hegelian claim that the real was rational), Adorno 
was stating the converse as well: nonidentity was the locus of truth. 112 

In the strange and singular theory of cognition which Benjamin outlined in 
his Trauerspiel book 113 (which brushed up against materialism far more intimately 
than its own, Kabbalist-inspired author first intended), the idea of “the uninten¬ 
tional” played a central role: 

Truth never enters into a relation, and particularly not an intentional one. 
The object of knowledge as something determined within conceptual inten¬ 
tion is not truth. Truth, built out of ideas [rather than appearing within 
them], is unintentional being. The procedure which adequately conforms 
to it is therefore not an intending within the knowing process, but an enter¬ 
ing into [truth] and disappearing. Truth is the death of intention . 114 

Benjamin’s argument was a critical reversal of the “doctrine of intentionality” 
which, formulated by the medieval Scholastic Duns Scotus, had been revived by 
Franz Brentano 115 and incorporated into the phenomenology of his pupil Ed¬ 
mund Husserl. 

We are back in Husserl’s garden. For the purpose of the doctrine of inten- 
lionality was to distinguish empirical objects (e.g., the actually existing apple 
lice) from intentional objects (the tree as it existed in the thought of it) whose 
ohjecl ivi ty did not reside in empirical existence. (That such “objects” as unicorns 
or mermaids could be thought about was seen to demonstrate the necessity of 
this (Iis!motion.) What appealed to Husserl, of course, was that this doctrine 
could be used to justify his “bracketing out” process: if judgments of truth 
could be made about objects whether or not they actually existed, then phe¬ 
nomenology could avoid resting its case on the shaky, uncertain ground of 
empirical beings — jus! those transitory particulars which Adorno and Benjamin 
considered crucial. 

Benjamin’s rejection o! inlentionalily may have bad its source in a mystical 
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impulse; yet it converged with materialism in its claim that the object was the 
source of truth. 116 The subject needed to go to the object, to enter into it, whereas 
to stop short at the “thought objects” was to discover nothing more than the 
subject’s own reflection as “intention.” Benjamin had not so much proved the 
unintentionality of truth as asserted it in the Trauerspiel study. Later Adorno, in 
his lengthy study on Husserl, demonstrated how Husserl’s method led him un¬ 
avoidably back into the circle of idealism which he had tried to escape, and used 
this criticism to validate his own materialist premise of unintentionality. 117 

It should be noted that this notion was “materialist” not so much in the 
Marxian sense as in the simpler sense of pre-Kantian materialism. 118 Except it 
was even more extreme: Adorno insisted that philosophy recognize not only 
natural objects as “matter” but geistige phenomena as well (including Husserl’s 
notion of “thought objects”). Like physical matter, the “material” of ideas, 
theories, concepts, of novels and musical compositions, lived, grew old, and de¬ 
cayed. Not even the products of thought, then, were mere subjectivity, and this 
meant that they too were the locus of “unintentional truth.” 

Describing phenomena as if they had a life of their own, 119 as if they ex¬ 
pressed a truth of which their human creator was unaware, was a unique feature 
of Benjamin’s writings. It was a kind of anthropomorphism, a modern expres¬ 
sion of the archaic, which surfaced in Adorno’s works as well. But instead of 
robbing nature of its otherness by identifying it with the subject, this anthropo¬ 
morphism had the inverse effect of increasing the nonidentity, the strangeness 
of the object. Benjamin called this strangeness “aura,” 120 and it was a mystical 
motif in his writings. 

Precisely this orientation of Benjamin and Adorno distinguished their method 
from the bourgeois approach to Geisteswissenschaft. The latter found its most 
conscious articulation in the writings of Wilhelm Dilthey. Once again, a comparison 
is instructive. Like Adorno, Dilthey was concerned with concrete, historically 
particular phenomena 121 whose structural forms bore the imprint of a specific 
social era. Cultural “objects” — texts, documents, artworks, and the like — de¬ 
manded interpretation, and, according to Dilthey, this interpretive, hermeneutic 
approach was what distinguished the method of Geisteswissenschaft from that of 
the natural sciences. Adorno made a similar distinction between philosophy and 
science in his inaugural lecture: “Plainly stated: the idea of science is research; 
that of philosophy is interpretation.” 122 But despite the fact that Adorno’s nega¬ 
tive dialectics was clearly a hermeneutic procedure, it diverged radically from 
Dilthey’s hermeneutics, and the notion of “unintentionality” provides the key 
to that difference: Dilthey treated geistige phenomena as psychological expres¬ 
sions; his aim in interpreting them was to recapture the original subjective mean¬ 
ing, the original intention behind the written word or other form of cultural 
expression. 123 In contrast, Adorno wanted to know what the cultural objects 
were saying despite tlieir creators’ intent: “ascribed to the basic assumptions of 
philosophical interpretation” was “construction out of small, unintentional 
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elements” 124 within geistige phenomena. For Dilthey, it was the artist which 
hermeneutics tried to understand; for Adorno it was the artwork. 

A study of Goethe’s novel Die Wahlverwandtschaften (Elective Affinities), 
which Benjamin wrote in 1921-1922, before he met Adorno, had protested against 
the Diltheyan approach to literary history. He argued that the truth of the novel 
did not depend on the interpreter’s ability to empathetically identify with the 
sentiments expressed in the novel 125 or with the author’s intent; 126 instead, truth 
lay within the novel itself. This truth was not immune to history, and perception 
of it was in fact enhanced by the temporal distance separating the interpreter 
from his object. 127 Adorno’s early experience with the reproduction of music, 
his awareness of the difficulties in trying to recapture the truth of a past compo¬ 
sition within a present interpretation, had led him to the same conclusion. 128 For 
a part of the problem was that, as he later expressed it, “great works can be 
recognized in the difference between that which stands out in them and their 
own intention.” 129 But not until Benjamin and Adorno articulated the problem 
within the frame of a Marxist theory of society did they name the source of the 
“unintentional” elements: the socioeconomic structure mediated all geistige 
production and hence expressed itself within cultural artifacts alongside (and 
often in contradiction to) the subjective intention of their creators. Geistige 
phenomena were therefore not exhausted by an analysis of subjective psychology. 
But they were also not reducible to the substructure alone, as the “copy theory” 
of orthodox Marxism maintained. Against both psychological and economic 
reiuctionism, Benjamin argued: 

The question is namely: if the substructure determines the superstructure to 
a certain degree, its thought and experience material, yet this determination 
is not one of simple copying or reflection, how is it then — totally apart 
from the question of its causal origins — to be characterized? As its expres¬ 
sion [ Ausdruck ]. The superstructure is the expression of the substructure. 
The economic conditions under which society exists come to expression in 
the superstructure. 130 

Once again, a literal affinity with the language of Diltheyan hermeneutics il¬ 
luminates the nonidentity of the two positions. For Dilthey, cultural phenomena 
were “expressions” ( Ausdrucke ) of “life,” the articulation of conscious reflec¬ 
tion upon past subjective experience. But if that which the phenomena “ex¬ 
pressed” was the objective social structure and this occurred despite conscious 
Intent, then the focus of interpretation shifted to the opposite (the objective, 
materialist) pole. In this light, cultural objects became “a medium for the un¬ 
conscious history-writing of society.” 131 

It was this aspect of “unintentional truth,” of course, which enabled Adorno 
to argue that the artist could best serve society by ignoring politics and con¬ 
centrating on Ins material, just as it allowed him to call Schonberg’smusic revolu¬ 
tionary in not just a cultural but a political, Marxian sense, despite Schonberg’s 
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own lack of sympathy for Marxism. Unlike more orthodox Marxists, Adorno 
could maintain that bourgeois art and also bourgeois philosophy were not simply 
ideology, and that they should thus be interpreted as more than false conscious¬ 
ness. 132 Ideology was exposed by demonstrating the historical character of 
premises which were accepted as “second nature”; to quote Lukacs: “what 
philosophy does not find problematic.” 133 But the truth content of bourgeois 
thought lay in the opposite direction, in the “breaks” (. Briiche ) in its logic, the 
gaps of its systematic unity. Indeed, because truth revealed itself in the non¬ 
identity between psychological intent and its concrete objectification, the 
bourgeois thinker was most likely to express truth when he felt himself farthest 
away. Paradoxically, then, his theory gained in truth in proportion to its admis¬ 
sion of failure, for this failure bore witness to a reality whose real contradictions 
could not be resolved on the level of thought alone. 

The bourgeois thinker expressed truth in spite of himself; or rather, like 
Freudian slips of the tongue, truth surfaced in the inconsistencies of his theory, 
now more than ever, because of philosophy’s “disintegration.” Here was an 
important corollary to the principle of unintentional truth, one which was 
specif ically Adorno’s contribution. 134 Ever since his first exposure to philosophy, 
when at age sixteen he read Kant together with Kracauer on Sunday afternoons, 
he had been struck by the significance of logical breaks: 

If later, in regard to the traditional philosophical texts, I not so much let 
myself be impressed by their unity and systematic coherence as I concerned 
myself with the play of opposing and conflicting forces which goes on under 
the surface of every self-contained theoretical position, and which codified 
philosophy sometimes accounts for as force-fields, then it was certainly 
Kracauer who gave me the idea. He made the Critique of Pure Reason pres¬ 
ent to me not simply as a system of transcendental idealism. Much more, he 
showed me . . . how the most eloquent parts of the work are the wounds 
which the conflict in the theory leaves behind. 135 

The fractures, the ambiguities and contradictions, were the philosophical details 
upon which Adorno focused his interpretive efforts. 

Although Adorno was convinced that truth lay in the object, not in the 
mind which strove to know it in thought, even there it was not intentional. 
“Given” reality was not somehow in accord with divine intention, or with that 
of Hegel’s absolute reason: “it is not the task of philosophy to portray reality as 
meaningful in a positive sense and to justify it.” 136 Philosophy 

. . . does all the more justice [to the materialist procedure] the more it dis¬ 
tances itself from every “meaning” of its objects and the less it relates itself 
to an implicit, quasi-religious meaning. 137 

Adorno agreed with Goethe, who cautioned: “Do not look behind the phenom¬ 
ena; they themselves are the truth.” 138 Yet in their mere “givenness” they were 
as absurd as Sartre’s anguished hero liad supposed. This was the difficulty which 
plagued positivists as well as existentialists. 139 Against both positions Adorno 
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argued that “the world in which we live ... is otherwise constituted than out of 
mere perceptions of reality. . . .” 140 The interpretive process necessitated more 
than immediate experience of the “given”; it required the active intervention of 
the thinking subject. 141 

Here the focus shifts from consideration of the concrete particular as the 
source of unintentional truth to the role of the subject in interpreting that truth. 
It is a crucial shift, for, like Husserl, when faced with the merely “given” world, 
Adorno returned to the subject as the source of knowledge, but not at the cost 
of giving up the nonidentity between subject and object. Instead, he saw them as 
necessary codeterminates: neither mind nor matter could dominate the other as 
a philosophical first principle. Truth resided in the object, but it did not lie 
ready at hand; the material object needed the rational subject in order to release 
the truth which it contained. 



Chapter 5. A Logic of 
Disintegration: 

The Role of the Subject 


THE INDIVIDUAL AS SUBJECT OF EXPERIENCE 

Adorno’s aversion to the idea of a collective subject has already been 
considered. 1 It was the source of his refusal to join the Communist Party and 
the reason why he avoided resting his theory on either the concept or the 
reality of the proletariat class. Adorno criticized Stalin’s purges of dissenting 
individuals no less than Hitler’s. The persecution of deviation, of the noniden¬ 
tical view, he condemned as totalitarian regardless of its motivation. Against 
the Nazi slogan “The individual is nothing, the people everything,” 2 but equally 
against Brecht’s line “The party has a thousand eyes, the individual but two,” 3 
Adorno stubbornly and continuously held on to the concept of the individual, 
insisting that it could and should be salvaged from the wreckage of the bourgeois 
liberalism which had been its origin. In History and Class Consciousness Lukacs 
had argued: “The individual can never become the measure of all things. . . . 
Only the class can relate to the whole of reality in a practical revolutionary 
way.” 4 But for Adorno, the point was still to interpret the world — not as a 
substitute, but as a precondition for change, and as a preventative against false 
praxis. In his “dialectical,” “materialist” theory the Marxian conception of 
class consciousness as a political experience was lacking, and in its place Adorno 
developed a conception of individual consciousness as the subject of cognitive 
experience. 5 

On this point Adorno was really falling behind not only Marx but Hegel 
(whose absolute Geist was the quintessence of collective subjectivity) 6 and 
returning to Kant. 7 He echoed Ernst Bloch’s earlier appeal “to let Kant burn 
through Hegel: the T must always be maintained.” 8 But even as Adorno re¬ 
affirmed the Kantian notion of an individual, spontaneous, knowing subject, 
he transformed radically its philosophical function. Kant had maintained that 
the subject could not experience the object as it was in itself, but only as struc¬ 
tured by subjective forms and categories - only, that is, as something essentially 
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identical to the subject. Adorno’s concept of experience reversed the polarity 
of the relation between subject and object, gave, as he later worded it, Kant’s 
“Copernican Revolution an axial turn,” 9 so that nonidentity became the very 
basis of knowledge. 

Far from considering the Kantian subject too individualistic, Adorno 
maintained it was not individualistic enough. Like the exchange principle of 
bourgeois commodity production, Kant’s conception was formal and abstract, 
the least common denominator of human thought. The universality of the 
transcendental subject ignored historical particularity and implied the inter¬ 
changeability of every subject; it was really not individual at all. In his inaugural 
lecture Adorno protested against Kant that the subject 

... is not ahistorically identical and transcendental, but assumes with 
history changing and historically revealing forms. 10 

I lorkheimer worded it more concretely: 

There is no “thought” by itself, but always only the particular person, in 
which to be sure the entire social situation plays a role. 11 

The subject of philosophical experience was the empirically existing, material 
and transitory human being — not merely mind but a sentient human body, a 
“piece of nature” (Stuck Natur ). 12 This was a Feuerbachian theme (although 
in Marx and Lenin as well) which both the Institute and Adorno began to 
emphasize in the late 1930s, along with the notion that the goal of society was 
“sensual happiness” (sinnliche Gluck). 13 For Adorno this meant not only, as 
I lorkheimer emphasized, that cognition had to acknowledge the reality of 
human suffering but also that the act of cognition itself had a somatic char¬ 
acter. 14 Here his mentor was Benjamin, in whose writings “thought presses 
close to its object, as if through touching, smelling, tasting, it wanted to trans¬ 
form itself.” 15 

On this point, as elsewhere, Adorno’s “materialism” was more akin to the 
Fnlightenment than to Marxism, or even Left Hegelianism. Horkheimer gave 
deference to a more orthodox Marxism by at least mentioning the significance 
of class in his description of the subject as 

... a definite individual in his real relation to other individuals and groups, 
in his conflict with a particular class, and, finally, in the resultant web of 
relationships with the social totality and with nature. 16 

And class as a determining variable in subjective experience was a focus of 
I ho Institute’s research during the thirties. 17 But Adorno’s statements about 
the subject were remarkably unconcerned with considerations of class origin 
ni (lie particular subject’s position within the social relations of production. 18 
Ilo considered bourgeois and proletariat equally susceptible to the ideology 
which produced false consciousness. It was not that he denied the role of class 
In the socialization of the subject - lie explicitly rejected Karl Mannheim’s 
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notion of a “free-floating” (frei-schwebende ) intelligentsia. 19 But his acknowl¬ 
edgment of class bias even here was peripheral to the major thrust of his argu¬ 
ment. 20 That thrust, as might be anticipated, was in the direction of nonidentity. 
For if the subject as concrete and particular was determined by sociohistorical 
circumstances, it was also true that his particularity (in opposition to the ex¬ 
change principle) made him unique and irreplaceable. Moreover, the subject 
did not remain identical with himself over time. Philosophical experience as a 
dialectical process of social praxis did not leave the subject untouched. This 
view was, as Adorno noted, in marked contrast to bourgeois theory, where 

The subject is conceived as a fixed point of arrest in cognition, as unchange¬ 
able, existing once and for all time, and thus all movement is mistakenly 
accorded only to the object. Should then contradictions become evident 
in the course of the cognitive process, because the subject itself is entwined 
in that process, is itself a moment in the movement, is itself also moved, 
then all panic breaks out. 21 

It will be recalled that Adorno insisted on the necessity of the thinker or 
artist being “absolutely modern,” in the sense not of swimming with the tide, 
but of brushing current history “against the grain.” 22 The individual’s capacity 
for refusing to identify with the status quo, while at the same time dialectically 
acknowledging his own dependence upon the present and its determining condi¬ 
tions, was the prerequisite for true philosophical experience. In short, instead 
of judging the correctness of consciousness by its identity with the interests 
of the proletariat (Lukacs’s “imputed” class consciousness), Adorno had as 
his criterion the individual subject’s nonidentity with the world, the object of 
his reflection, in its present “given” form. 23 In the Marxian concept of class 
consciousness, cognition meant knowledge of one’s own socioeconomic position 
and consequent historical role, but in negative dialectics cognitive experience 
meant something quite different: it was in fact synonymous with intellectual 
nonconformity. 24 

Not accidentally, Adorno’s intellectual heroes were “outsiders,” 25 men 
like Schonberg, Freud, Benjamin, Kafka, Trakl, who dared single-handedly 
to defy the traditions of their trades. None, of course, were from working-class 
backgrounds, none except Benjamin were even armchair Marxists; yet Adorno 
judged the critical posture they took toward their own bourgeois cultural 
heritage as both truly revolutionary and revolutionary in its truth. However, 
Adorno’s theory never squarely faced the problem of the relationship between 
cultural revolt and political revolution. These things were, after all, nonidentical, 
as had been documented by the failure of the expressionists before Adorno 
to transform their outcry of cultural protest into political praxis. 26 Further¬ 
more, it was not at all clear that every human being was capable of the kind 
of intellectual experience Adorno was describing. For if nonconformily was a 
criterion of correct consciousness, then ihe inner logic of (he very word meant 
ihat only a minority could possess ii v? Adorno in fact conceded ihe “privi- 
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leged” nature of intellectual experience. Yet he was careful to point out that 
in contrast to the Establishment intellectuals (those whom Ringer has described 
as Germany’s “mandarin class”), 28 this elite was at odds with the ruling class, 
whose hegemony it threatened. 29 Yet in failing to articulate the connecting 
link between the individual experience of intellectual revolt and the transforma¬ 
tion of social reality, Adorno here again 30 leaves us with the question, precisely 
whom were the avant-garde leading? 

Perhaps Adorno could ignore this question because his concept of ex¬ 
perience did not include or even imply a theory of intersubjectivity. 31 As he 
wrote in Negative Dialektik'. “Truth is objective, not plausible.” 32 It was not 
dependent on subjective consensus. 33 What gave knowledge its consistency 
was not the universality of the subject, but the uniform (commodity) structure 
of the object, “the affinity which objects have for each other.” 34 The uniquely 
individual experiences of critical subjectivity ran parallel because they focused 
on particulars which reflected the same objective reality, and it followed that 
collaboration was possible among intellectuals even when they worked alone. 
Nothing pleased Adorno more than when a friend came to similar insights 
independently, for he considered it a validation of their correctness. As Benja¬ 
min enthusiastically exclaimed after reading the manuscript of Adorno’s Kierke¬ 
gaard book: “There is still something like collaboration after all. . . .” 35 


EXACT FANTASY: MIMETIC TRANSFORMATION 


The hallmark of the Kantian subject was its “spontaneity,” that is, its 
uclive role in the cognitive experience. If Adorno claimed Kant didn’t take 
(he individual character of the subject seriously enough, he argued similarly 
in regard to its active participation in cognition. Kant’s subject was creative 
only in the sense that it molded the objects in accord with the a priori forms 
nnd categories of rational understanding: the mind had a preformed, permanent 
Nlrncture to which the objects of experience conformed. But Adorno, in giving 
Kniit’s Copernican revolution a turn, argued that the object, not the subject, 
was preeminent: it was the preformed, historically developed structure of 
society which made things what they were, including Kant’s reified categories 
of consciousness. Ashe wrote Benjamin in 1935: 

The fetish character of commodities is not a fact of consciousness, but 
<lialectio in the eminent sense that it produces consciousness. 36 



Adorno argued that the autonomous, spontaneous moment of cognition lay 
In refusing to acquiesce to the resulting fetishization of thought in which subject 
wiin split from object, mind from matter. The subject had to get out of sub¬ 
jectivity's box by giving itself over to the object, entering into it , as Benjamin 
had stuted In his Trauerspie / book. 37 This “immersion in particularity' 138 did 
not lend to the subject ’s rediscovery of itself, 39 but to a discovery of the social 




86 


THE ORIGIN OF NEGATIVE DIALECTICS 


structure in a particular configuration. Whereas Hegel, also arguing against 
Kant that the subject needed to immerse itself in the object, claimed the struc¬ 
ture of reality was ultimately identical to rational subjectivity, Adorno con¬ 
sidered the object simply not rational, although it was rationally understandable. 
But only a dialectical logic could grasp the inner contradictions of phenomena 
which reproduced in microcosm the dynamics of the contradictory social whole. 

Marx stated in his critique of Hegel’s Rechtsphilosophie that philosophy 
was not a “matter of logic” (Sache der Logik ), but the “logic of the matter” 
(Logik der Sache), and Adorno incorporated this phrase into his own vocabu¬ 
lary. Yet he really altered its meaning, connecting it with a pre-Marxian philo¬ 
sophical tradition. In his inaugural lecture he wrote: 

One may see here [in Adorno’s own program] an attempt to reestablish 
that old concept of philosophy which was formulated by Bacon and pas¬ 
sionately contended around the time of Leibniz, a conception which idealism 
derided as a fad: that of the ars inveniendi . 40 

The term ars inveniendi was well chosen: it meant literally the art of coming 
upon something, invention in the sense, not of making something up, but of 
discovering it for the first time. Yet against the passive receptivity and observer 
posture of the positivist, “scientific” subject to which Bacon’s natural philo¬ 
sophy had led historically, Adorno insisted: “The organon of this ars inveniendi , 
however, is fantasy.” 41 Instead of simply taking in reality as it was immediately 
given (and being taken in by it), the subject’s “fantasy” actively arranged its 
elements, bringing them into various relationships until they crystallized in a 
way which made their truth cognitively accessible. Even as the subject “entered 
into” the object, then, it was not swallowed up but maintained the distance 
necessary for critical activity. 42 And at the same time, what separated this 
fantasy from mere dreamlike fabrication was its strict adherence to the facts. 
It was: 

An exact fantasy; fantasy which abides strictly within the material which 
the sciences present to it, and reaches beyond them only in the smallest 
aspects of their arrangement: aspects, granted, which fantasy itself must 
originally generate. 43 

“Exact fantasy” was thus a dialectical concept which acknowledged the 
mutual mediation of subject and object without allowing either to get the 
upper hand. It was not imagination in the sense of subjective projection beyond 
the existing world either into the past 44 or into the future; 45 it remained “im¬ 
manent,” within the material phenomena, the factuality of which acted as a 
control to thought. “Exact fantasy” was scientific in its refusal “to step out 
of the perimeters of the elements.” 46 Yet like art, it rearranged the elements 
of experience, the “riddle-figures of empirical existence,” 47 unlil lliey opened 
up 10 cognitive understanding. Il was this interpretive rearrangement which 
brought to light what Adorno meant by the “logic of the matter,” The subject 
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yielded to the objects, yet it did not leave them unchanged. Instead of being 
merely duplicated in thought, they were transformed within a verbal representa¬ 
tion. 

In his Trauerspiel study Benjamin had differentiated between knowledge 
(in the sense of collected data) and the philosophical experience of truth: 

Knowledge is an acquisition. ... In it there remains the character of prop¬ 
erty. Presentation is secondary to its possession. It does not exist from 
the start as something which presents itself. This, however, is precisely 
what applies to truth. 48 

In Marxist terms, knowledge as “possession” was a commodity (the medium of 
language might be seen as the truck that took it to market, where the “ex¬ 
change” of ideas meant simply the transmission of information). But philosophy, 
according to Benjamin, was revelation, the presentation of truth , and here 
language didn’t transport, but transformed the objects from matter into words. 
In themselves, the objects were mute. They needed to be “brought to speech” 
by the exact fantasy of the subject which expressed their inner logic in a verbal 
translation. Language thus expressed the “logic of the matter” in a new modality. 

It was in this connection that the term “mimesis” appeared in Adorno’s 
writings, and here again, his debt to Benjamin was manifested. Benjamin’s 
experience translating Baudelaire and Proust 49 paralleled Adorno’s early concern 
with the reproduction of music. 50 Both were mimetic activities. Literary trans¬ 
lation and musical performance did not simply copy the original; they main¬ 
tained the “aura” of the original by transforming it, precisely so that its truth 
might be preserved. 51 To mime the original in a new modality thus required 
“exact fantasy.” As Tiedemann has noted in Benjamin’s case, translation pro¬ 
vided the model for his theory of truth because it was “simultaneously reception 
and spontaneity: the translator needs the model, the original, and his task is 
to produce a new version.” 52 

Jay writes that with Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s first collaborative study, 
Dialektik der Aufkldrung (1947), “the Frankfurt School introduced a new 
term into its vocabulary: mimesis.” 53 (It may have been new for the Frankfurt 
“School,” but not for Adorno.) Jay suggests a connection between their use 
of the term and its appearance in sociological and psychological writings of 
the nineteenth century. 54 Adorno documented its connection with a far older 
tradition: Dialektik der Aufkldrung itself explains that mimesis had its origin 
In primitive magic, in the shaman’s imitation of nature. 55 When magic dis- 
Inlegrated, mimesis survived as a principle of artistic representation. 56 Since 
Plalo and Aristotle the concept of mimesis was integrally tied to the history 
of aesthetic philosophy, and, as Benjamin noted in an early essay, even its 
primitive, shaman-like form had been preserved in ontogenetic development: 
“The child imitates not only shopkeeper or teacher, but windmill and railroad 
train as well .” 57 Benjamin viewed the development of language as an advanced 
level of this capacity: words imitated nature as “non-representational corres- 
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pondence” (unsinnliche Ahnlichkeiteri ). S8 He regarded this ability as one of 
the highest human talents, and considered mimesis an “ineluctable moment 
in cognition.” 59 

The transformational character of the mimetic moment in Adorno’s theo¬ 
retical method must be taken quite literally. The “inner logic” of objects (jazz 
music, a theater seat) was transformed into words; and conversely, words (of a 
popular song, of a Kierkegaard text) were transformed into “images.” 60 Unlike 
that mere duplication of the “given” world which was the signpost of bourgeois 
theory, exact fantasy performed a metamorphosis, which, for all its enlightened 
reason, retained the faint image of a magic trick, and Adorno not accidentally 
could imagine his friend Benjamin in a magician’s three-cornered hat. 61 

Mimetic transformation can be seen as a reversal of Kantian subjectivity. 
The creativity of the latter consisted in the subject’s projecting onto experience 
its own a priori forms and categories, absorbing the object into itself. But 
Adorno’s subject let the object take the lead; it formed the object only in the 
sense of transforming it into a new modality. The language of philosophical 
expression was thus neither subjective intention nor an object to be manipu¬ 
lated, but “a third thing”; it expressed truth through configurations “as a 
dialectically entwined and explicatively undecipherable unity of concept and 
matter.” 62 Truth as mimetic, linguistic representation meant calling things by 
their right names. 


THE NAME 

In Benjamin’s thought the notion of the “name” played a paramount role, 
and its original inspiration was mystical rather than Marxist. 63 His very early 
writings interpreted the story of Genesis as the source of the problem of knowl¬ 
edge: God called the world into being with his Word; creating man in his image, 
he gave man the power of speech. 64 As the name-giver of God’s creatures, 
Adam, not Plato, was the father of philosophy 65 But the language of Paradise 
was wounded by the Fall, and the babble of human language, in which words 
intended objects, 66 could not recapture the concrete knowledge of the particular 
provided by the name. Words lost their adequacy vis-a-vis content 67 Although 
even before the Fall, nature, unlike man, was mute: 

Now her other speechlessness begins .... It is a metaphysical truth that 
all nature would begin to lament if language were granted her. . . . [A]nd 
where even only plants are rustling, with it is the sound of a lament. It is 
because she is mute that nature mourns. 68 

This theme later surfaced in Adorno’s writings as well, but transformed into a 
Marxist frame. The statement “Language reflects the longings of (he oppressed 
and (lie plight of nnlure” 69 and (lie claim “The need to lend a voice lo suffering 
is a condition of all truth ” 70 were secularizations of the Genesis myth: the 
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source of nature’s suffering was understood no longer in terms of the Fall of 
Man, but in terms of the rise of class oppression. 71 In late bourgeois society 
words had become fetishes, indifferent to the objects they signified: “It is 
a sign of all reification resulting from idealist consciousness that the things 
can be named arbitrarily. . . .” 72 True naming, in contrast, was mimetic in that 
it demanded precision of referents: the verbal representation of phenomena really 
yielded to the particularity of things, forming a one-time-only configuration. 

As critical configurations, the constructs of Adorno’s exact fantasy were 
polemical: they were meant to break the spell of second nature and to liquidate 
reified consciousness. In this sense, Marx had provided a model in Capital , 
calling commodities by name and thereby dissolving their “mystical charac¬ 
ter.” 73 Adorno considered it the essence of art to provide a similar function. 
In 1930 he praised Brecht’s play Mahagonny because it broke through reified 
concepts and named social truth: 

It is that [truth] of violence as the source of the present order, and of 
the ambivalence in which order and violence stand opposed to each other. 
The essences of mythical violence and mythical law are startled in Maha¬ 
gonny. Brecht names their paradoxical simultaneity. 74 

With Benjamin the notion of the “name” was not merely polemical. It retained, 
even after his move to Marxism, traces of its theological origin: utopia, the 
return of the lost Paradise, implied the reestablishment of the divine language 
of names. Benjamin’s focus on the overlooked art form of Baroque tragic drama, 
or on the seemingly insignificant historical details which come alive in his 
Passagenarbeit, reflected the hope for rescuing the phenomena from temporal 
extinction by redeeming them within the name. This notion of a profane re¬ 
demption of things in their particularity was a constant theme in Benjamin’s 
writing, one which, according to his most knowledgeable critic, “binds the 
early metaphysical phase of his thought with the later Marxist one.” 75 As Adorno 
recalled: 

Just as his thought sought again and again to free itself of all impulse to 
classify, the prime image of all hope for him was in the name, of things 
and of men, and it is this that his reflection seeks to reconstruct. 76 

II was questionable whether the negating, polemical procedure of “nam¬ 
ing” things was compatible with the use of language to rescue the phenomena. 77 
During his dispute with Benjamin in the thirties, Adorno criticized the redemp- 
I ion theme in Benjamin’s writings for its tendency to slip into positive theology. 78 
Ihil Adorno reintegrated Benjamin’s ideas into his theory after the latter’s death 
In l ( M0, and the utopian elements of mimesis — the idea of redemption and 
I he image of utopia as the restitution of the language of names — began to 
emerge in his own writings in conned ion wiih the new concept of “reconcilia- 
I Inn** (Vers&hnung ). 19 

True, the utopian future could not be affirmatively defined. However, 
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the cognitive process which served that future could be, and it was the lack 
of domination and violence which the mimetic restoration of the “name” 
promised on the level of cognition which became so attractive to Adorno. 
The “name” paid attention to the object’s nonidentity by identifying it as 
particular and unique; it imitated nature, whereas the concept subordinated 
it. 80 Where Benjamin had lamented the inadequacy of human language com¬ 
pared with the paradisical name, Adorno agreed, yet in keeping with his own 
“negative” theology he argued that the nonidentity implied in that inadequacy 
was necessary to maintain the critical tension between subject and object upon 
which the hope for utopia depended: 81 

. . . the words we use will remain concepts. Their precision substitutes for 
the thing itself, without ever quite bringing its selfhood to mind; there is 
a gap between words and the things they conjure. 82 

Words as concepts could never be particular enough on their own. Yet philosophy 
could not do without the conceptual moment. Hence philosophy’s representa¬ 
tions of truth relied upon clusters of concepts, on continuous combinations 
and arrangements of words. Adorno called these cluster patterns “constellations”: 

The determinable flaw in every concept makes it necessary to cite others; 
this is the font of the only constellations which inherited some of the 
hope of the name. 83 


CONSTELLATIONS 

The concept of “exact fantasy” was designed to avoid the undialectical 
positions of subjective idealism, on the one hand, and “vulgar” materialism, 
on the other: strict adherence to the material guaranteed the priority of the 
objects; yet the active arrangement of their elements, the verbal articulation 
of their inner logic, rescued philosophical experience from simple duplication 
of the given. But this program was easier stated than achieved. The problem 
was how to yield to the object “exactly” without copying it, and how to ar¬ 
range and transform its elements through “fantasy” without resorting to fiction. 

In his 1931 speech Adorno described philosophy’s task as the construction 
of “changing constellations,” extricating this term from its astrological conno¬ 
tations. 84 Benjamin had originated the philosophical use of the term, even 
arguing that astrology itself had been progress over primitive magic: he claimed 
it was a nodal point in the development of the human mimetic ability, for 
like language, its principle was “non-representational similarity.” 85 “Constella¬ 
tions” were a central image in the theory of knowledge which Benjamin out¬ 
lined in 1 he opening chapter of his D'auerspiei study. 86 Again, despite the 
fact that this essay was not Marxist (and not even Hegelian), it provides the 
key for explaining why the construction of “constellations” should be defined 
us the tusk of a “dialectical” und “matorialist’^philosophy, 
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Benjamin began his study of German Baroque tragedy with an essay which, 
fusing elements of Kant and Plato, sought to articulate the philosophical ex¬ 
perience of truth. Already in 1918 he had outlined the direction of this theory, 
in the then unpublished piece, “On the Program of the Coming Philosophy” 
{Uber das Programm der kommenden Philosophic). Here Benjamin praised 
Kant for being the only philosopher since Plato to concern himself with the 
justification of knowledge; yet he criticized the limited nature of Kant’s concept 
of experience, its “religious and historical blindness,” 87 and thus its inadequacy 
when confronted with the transitoriness of the phenomena, on the one hand, 
and their “religious” or noumenal truth, on the other. Exposed through Scholem 
to the mystic’s idea of experiencing matter as revelation, and claiming the 
“virtual unity of religion and philosophy,” 88 he believed this inadequacy could 
be corrected “on the ground of the Kantian system,” 89 and this was precisely 
what he attempted in the first chapter (“Erkenntniskritische Vorrede”) of the 
Trauerspiel study. In a remarkable inversion of Platonism, Benjamin presented 
a theory of “ideas” which he referred to as “constellations” that was compatible 
with Kantian empiricism. The theory was abstruse, and aspects of it were wed¬ 
ded to a religiomysticism which Adorno never incorporated, 90 yet certain other 
aspects of it in fact cannot be ignored if Adorno’s theory is to be understood 
properly. At the risk of oversimplification and in full awareness of the difficul¬ 
ties of the text, 91 an interpretation of Benjamin’s Trauerspiel theory of ideas 
must be attempted. 

The Trauerspiel essay distinguished between the Kantian concept of ex¬ 
perience as “knowledge” (. Erkenntnis ), the cognitive method of which was 
adequate for science, and what he called philosophical “experience” ( Erfahrung ), 
which was concerned with the revelation of truth. In the former case, the subject 
constituted the world in accord with its own conceptual structures; in the latter, 
the subject constituted “ideas” whose structure was objective, determined by 
the particular phenomena themselves, by the “elective affinities” of their ele¬ 
ments, to use Goethe’s term; 92 in Adorno’s language, by their “inner logic.” 
Kantian knowledge was “possession”; 93 it entailed breaking reality apart so 
(hat it could be subsumed under the concepts which “issue from out of the 
spontaneity of understanding.” 94 But philosophical experience was the “repre¬ 
sentation of ideas” (Darstellung der Ideen ) 95 from out of empirical reality 
itself. And yet concepts played a role here, too, as mediators between the 
empirically given phenomena and their ideas: 

The phenomena, however, do not enter whole into the realm of the ideas, 
not in their raw empirical existence, mixed as it is with mere appearance 
( Schein ), but they are redeemed alone in their elements. ... In this parti¬ 
tioning of them, the phenomena stand under concepts. It is the concepts 
which carry out the unravelling of the phenomena into their elements. 96 


The conceptualizing subject acted as mediator in arranging the phenomena] 
elements (or, perhaps more correctly, provided the linguistic medium through 
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which their arrangement was transmitted) so that the relationships between 
them became visible to the intellect, so that they formed an “idea” which could 
be mentally perceived. It was the fate of the phenomena in the hands of the 
concept, rather than conceptualizing per se, which marked the crucial difference 
between cognitive knowledge and the philosophical representation of truth. 97 
The former was achieved by means of abstraction: the particular entered into 
the concept and disappeared. But in truth’s representation, the particulars, 
although conceptually mediated, reemerged in the idea; or more accurately, 
they became the idea in the conceptual arrangement of their elements. 98 The 
role of the subject, 99 to draw connections between the phenomenal elements, 
was not unlike that of the astrologer, who perceived figures in the heavens: 
“Ideas are related to the phenomena as constellations to the stars.” 100 

The ideas were nothing but the empirical phenomena, and at the same 
time, as “constellations,” they were more. This was where Plato and Kant 
converged in Benjamin’s theory, what gave his theory of ideas a unique, Kantian 
twist. For if Platonic ideas were absolute, transcendental forms whose likeness 
appeared within the empirical objects as a pale reflection of their own eternal 
truth, Benjamin constructed the absolute from out of the empirical fragments 
themselves. The smallest, most transitory particulars were the stuff and sub¬ 
stance of the ideas. Adorno wrote in an essay on Benjamin: 

The later Nietzsche’s critical insight that truth is not identical with a time¬ 
less universal , but rather that it is solely the historical which yields the 
figure of the absolute, became, perhaps without his knowing it, the canon 
of his practice. The programme is formulated in a note to his fragmentary 
main work, that “in any case the eternal is more like lace trimmings on a 
dress than like an idea” [in the traditional Platonic sense] . 101 

In Plato the ideas as truth appear in the phenomena. Benjamin’s theory was 
an inversion of Plato: the phenomena appear as truth in the ideas, so that the 
“dignity” 102 of the transitory particulars is maintained. More, they are im¬ 
mortalized. Benjamin intended nothing less than their “redemption” ( Rettung 
— the word was intentionally religious) by catching their elements up in the 
structure of an idea as an “eternal constellation.” 103 Thus the two things, 
“the redemption of the phenomena and the representation of the ideas,” 104 
were to occur simultaneously. 

Adorno was less concerned with the fate of the phenomena than he was 
intrigued by the originality of Benjamin’s method and its usefulness for his 
own program. For without positing a metaphysical realm beyond the histori¬ 
cally transient, behind or above physical existence in some noumenal or ideal 
being, Benjamin’s theory confronted the metaphysical question as to the truth, 
the essence of reality, attempting to read its answer in the empirical elements 
themselves. To use Kant’s language, the phenomenal realm was made to yield 
noumenal knowledge — precisely what K,anl had claimed was impossible. Avoid¬ 
ing the pit falls of speculative dogmatlsm. bui also those of positivism and 
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historicism, Benjamin’s Trauerspiel theory provided a groundwork for nothing 
less than nonmetaphysical metaphysics. 105 Small wonder that Adorno, meta¬ 
physician in an antimetaphysical age, was so struck by the Trauerspiel chapter. 

Moreover, even if mystical elements were undeniably present in the Trauer¬ 
spiel study, Benjamin (who had been introduced to Marxism by Asja Lacis 
before its publication) was quite aware that the radicality of his theory lay in 
its antiidealism. Benjamin criticized the metaphysical systems-builders (he 
mentioned specifically Plato, Leibniz, and Hegel) for undervaluing the em¬ 
pirical realm and viewing truth and being as nonempirical absolutes: 

Common to all these attempts is, namely, that they retain their meaning 
even when, indeed they are often first developed to a higher power only 
when, in place of being related to the empirical world, they are related to 
the world of ideas. 107 

Beginning in the late twenties, Adorno as well as Benjamin 108 worked to develop 
the Trauerspiel theory within a Marxian context as an alternative to bourgeois 
idealism. Adorno’s inaugural lecture clearly documents this attempt. 109 It 
virtually equates materialism with the construction of ideas as constellations: 

Interpretation of the unintentional through the juxtaposition of elements 
isolated by analysis and the illumination of reality by the power of such 
interpretation; that is the program of every genuine materialist knowl¬ 
edge. . . . 110 

Adorno could appreciate the fact that Benjamin’s Trauerspiel method was 
“immanent,” not only in its refusal to transcend the realm of phenomenal 
elements (hence its “exactness”) but also in its dialectical relationship to the 
history of philosophy. For its originality was achieved not by ignoring the 
past, but by altering traditional concepts, dialectically reversing their relation¬ 
ships and challenging “second nature” shibboleths. When Benjamin treated 
the phenomenal elements as absolutes while viewing the ideas, and hence truth, 
as historically specific and changing, he was inverting the long-established 
Platonic conception; when he used empirical reality in constructing a meta¬ 
physics, he fused the “intelligible” and empirical realms which Kant saw as 
unalterably opposed. As for the term “constellation,” he had brought it down 
to earth, turning a prescientific concept into a tool for materialist enlighten¬ 
ment. Against Heidegger, who felt a radical reorientation of philosophy per¬ 
mitted, even necessitated, a new philosophical vocabulary, Benjamin argued 
that “the introduction of new terms” was a “dubious” procedure; instead, 
(lie old language ought to be “renewed.” 111 That philosophy could not “start 
from scratch” was, as we have seen, 112 a cardinal point in Adorno’s inaugural 
speech. And, in an unpublished essay of the same period, he echoed Benjamin’s 
criticism: 

Heidegger’s language lakes flight from history, yet without escaping it. 

The traditional terminology, no matter how shallerod, is lo be preserved, 
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and new words of philosophers arise today solely out of changing the 
configuration of the words which stand within history, not by inventing 
a language. . . .” 113 

Where Adorno attempted to “redeem” elements of the past, it was in 
the dialectical sense, as “sublation” ( Aufhebung ), Hegel’s notoriously untrans¬ 
latable term which means simultaneously “preservation” and “negation.” 
Adorno’s use of the philosophical past against itself, his immanent criticism of 
traditional concepts to foster the liquidation of tradition, was distinct from 
the theological desire of Benjamin, literally to resurrect the phenomena by 
bringing them to speech, rescuing them through the name from historical oblit¬ 
eration. 114 It was not because it resurrected German tragic drama that Adorno 
in a 1934 letter to Benjamin praised the Trauerspiel study, but because “you 
have in the Baroque-book redeemed induction.” 115 Benjamin’s method was 
indeed inductive at the same time that it was not the old induction which, 
as he explicitly noted in the Trauerspiel chapter, built general concepts by 
abstracting similarities from diverse phenomena rather than constructing the 
general from out of the disparate particulars themselves. Traditional induction, 
like deduction (its only apparent opposite), assuming a “pseudo-logical continu¬ 
um” 116 between the particular and the general, proceeded by classification 
and systematization, both of which were incompatible with Benjamin’s ap¬ 
proach. In his theory each “idea,” each construction out of the particular, 
was self-contained. As a “monad,” each contained the totality, a “picture of 
the world,” yet each differed from every other idea. 117 Constellations were 
“discontinuous.” 118 Like atoms, like cells, like solar systems 119 they each had 
their own center: without hierarchy, they stood next to each other “in perfect 
independence and unimpaired.” 120 It followed that in constructing ideas it was 
continuously necessary to return to the phenomena themselves, 121 the more so 
as the ideas were not eternal but historically specific constellations. Hence 
philosophical description “begins anew with every idea.” 122 Such a fragmental 
approach fulfilled the technical requirements of philosophy as a “logic of 
disintegration,” and it determined the form of philosophical representation. 
Adorno in 1931 wrote that the essay, the self-contained, undogmatic “attempt” 
lo extrapolate significance from the one-time-only particular or detail, needed 
to be reinstated from its present debasement as a lesser aesthetic form 123 and 
made the medium for the new philosophy. 

That for Adorno “redemption” meant sublation, not just preserving ele¬ 
ments of the past but transforming them through negation, is important to 
keep in mind here where the Trauerspiel origins of his theory are being dis¬ 
cussed. For if Benjamin had to change the meaning of “induction” in order to 
redeem it, Adorno had similar plans for redeeming the Trauerspiel theory. 
This fact is a primary source of Hie difficulties in interpreting Adorno’s 1931 
speech, as it uses language identical to that of the Kabbalah influenced Trauer - 
spiel chapter to express a mwidentical content: By changing the configuration 
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of the words Adorno translated Benjamin’s mystic-influenced theory into a 
“dialectical,” “materialist” one. 

Adorno in his inaugural lecture made the same distinction as Benjamin 
between knowledge as the collection of data and philosophy as the representation 
of truth: “Plainly put: the idea of knowledge [Wissenschaft] is research; that 
of philosophy is interpretation.” 124 

He continued: “The task of philosophy is not to search for concealed 
and manifest intentions of reality, but to interpret the unintentional reality 
in that, by the power of constructing figures, images, out of the isolated 
elements of reality, it negates [ aufhebt] questions whose exact articulation 
is the task of knowledge. 125 

Knowledge gathered through research was science, conceptualizing the “given” 
in a way which made its philosophical interpretation possible. But Adorno 
transformed Benjamin’s original conception of the latter by “refunctioning” it 
with the aid of Marxist theory: now the idea, the “essence” of a phenomenon, 
was its historically specific social content. As Adorno later wrote: 

The [Marxian] theory of society arose out of philosophy, while at the 
same time it attempts to refunction [umfunktionieren] the latter’s formu¬ 
lations of questions by defining society as its substratum which in tradi¬ 
tional philosophy is called eternal essences or spirit [Geist] , 126 






Chapter 6. The Method in Action 
Constructing Constellations 


PRINCIPLES OF CONSTRUCTION 

Each of Adorno’s essays articulates an “idea” in Benjamin’s sense of con¬ 
structing a specific, concrete constellation out of the elements of the phenome¬ 
non, 1 and it does so in order that the sociohistorical reality which constitutes its 
truth becomes physically visible within it. The fact that social “essence” ( Wesen ) 
emerges from the appearance (Schein) of the phenomena sounds dialectical in 
the Hegelian-Marxist sense. But Adorno’s meaning was really closer to the phe¬ 
nomenological notion of cognitive experience developed by Husserl in which 
essence appeared under the intellect’s gaze. When Marx set out to “decipher” the 
mystery of commodities, he noted explicitly that their true nature was “imper¬ 
ceptible,” that it had “absolutely no connection with their physical qualities.” 2 
And consequently, in order to understand them it was necessary to analyze the 
relations and forces of production behind the commodities. Adorno’s interpre¬ 
tations were only marginally concerned with economic determinants of produc¬ 
tion. His central effort was to discover the truth of the social totality (which 
could never be experienced in itself) as it quite literally appeared within the 
object in a particular configuration. 

As the phenomena interpreted by Adorno in each case differed, so did the 
construction process; “to regroup” ( umgruppieren ) 3 the elements was a con¬ 
tinuously renewed attempt to picture the essence of society. Although Adorno’s 
method of construction was not a formal one which can be divorced from its 
specific application, it is nonetheless possible to discern certain components in 
the process and principles governing the assembly of constellations. Adorno, 
understandably, only hinted at these in his philosophical program, 4 yet his 
works during the thirties embodied their concrete application. If overschematiza- 
tion, inimicable to Adorno’s Blinking, is to be avoided, il is at least possible to 
clarify the compositional principles of his theory by seeing them in action. In¬ 
deed, il is necessary if Adorno’s idiosyncratic use of terms is not to acquire a 
fetish character of its own. - 
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The phenomenal “elements” presented themselves in the “riddle-figures of 
that which exists” 5 as components of the concrete particulars. Adorno referred 
to them as “codes” or “ciphers” ( Chiffren ) 6 of social reality, which contained 
the bourgeois social and psychological structure in monadological abbreviation, 
but which needed philosophical interpretation so that their perplexing, given 
form could be “deciphered” (dechiffrier t). The particular phenomena were 
seemingly insignificant (jazz, a popular song), the fleeting event (a concert per¬ 
formance), the easily overlooked details (a fragment of a philosophical text, a 
musical transition). The elements of these phenomena, the “ciphers,” were their 
structural components — for jazz the specific musical material, technical ele¬ 
ments of form and rhythm, performance; for a concert the particulars of place, 
the relationship between players and audience; for a text the individual words, 
phrases, images, and their juxtapositions. The phenomena first needed to be 
broken up, their relevant components isolated and conceptualized, and here 
philosophy depended on the humanistic and social sciences, whose task it was to 
research and analyze the empirical data in a way that made them accessible to 
philosophical deciphering. Philosophy’s success was thus dependent upon the 
adequacy of this process, through which were developed what Adorno called 
“key categories”: “Interpretive philosophy depends on the construction of keys 
before which reality springs open. But the size of the keys is specially made to 
order.” 7 Not just any categories would do: some were too large to fit the lock; 
others too small to open it. 8 But if Adorno’s language echoed the familiar fairy 
tale, the real meaning of his message was clear: the keys necessary for “igniting 
the illuminating power of philosophy” 9 were not the classificatory categories of 
bourgeois sociology (of, e.g., Karl Mannheim), but the critical 10 categories of 
Marxist theory: its concepts of class, 11 ideology, and commodity structure 
(fetish character, exchange value, reification). And, although psychoanalytic 
categories were not mentioned as “keys” in the 1931 lecture, Adorno’s writings 
in the thirties also (and increasingly) 12 made critical use of Freud’s concepts 
(ego weakness, anxiety, anal character, sadomasochism) to illuminate the psy¬ 
chological aspects of a society based on class and commodity structure. 

Adorno’s simultaneous use of categories from Freud and Marx was dialec¬ 
tical in that the categories affected each other, resulting in the modification of 
both. He thus demonstrated the sociohistorical particularity of psychological 
phenomena conceptualized by Freud, at the same time making visible the psy¬ 
chological determinants of social conditions. Such a juxtaposition, despite the 
f act that Freud and Marx were in many ways incompatible theorists, was charac¬ 
teristic of Adorno. For his aim was not to develop a theoretical synthesis, but 
lo decipher a contradictory reality. Consider the following: 

In decoding a musical phenomenon, the familiar C sharp minor Prelude by 
Rachmaninoff, Adorno focused on two elements: it sounded grandiose, yet it 
was childishly easy to play. Willi Ike aid of Freud, he inferprcled Ihe great 
appeal of this “constellation of heavy homhardmeni \xlnveres Gexclititz} and 
easy performabihty": 13 
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Psychoanalysts have discovered the Nero complex. The Prelude has antici¬ 
pated its gratification. It allows delusions of grandeur to have their fling, 
without being caught. . . . Daring and security are mixed together in this, 
one of the most glaring cases of daydreams in music. 14 

At the same time, Adorno made the piece’s social function perceptible within 
the musical material itself. The entire prelude was “one single closing cadence.” 15 
The closing cadence, a romantic gesture, functioned in music to affirm what 
came before it. Here, where it was the whole of the compositional material, the 
affirmation was “fully emancipated from all musical content and thrown onto 
the market as a commodity.” 16 Thus fetishized, the cadence repeated itself like 
a “relentless commercial.” 17 

Similarly, in his book on Wagner, Adorno saw the musical production of 
leitmotifs as an anticipation of the production of commercial advertisements. 18 
And alongside this sociological insight, he introduced a Freudian category: the 
repetitious leitmotif was obsessive-compulsive. 

One cannot break free from it. . . . It is the external projection of that 
which is secretly subjective and thereby alienated from the ego, [a projec¬ 
tion] in which, as in its own foolish fancy, the ego loses itself. The Wag¬ 
nerian leitmotif remains imprisoned in this source. . . . What psychology a 
hundred years later christened ego-weakness, is already taken into account 
in the Wagnerian method of composition. 19 

In all of these cases, instead of being subsumed under a Marxian or Freudian 
category, the phenomena were interpreted as themselves concrete and physical 
representations of the categories. This means that while the concept (the sub¬ 
ject’s input) was unlocking the riddle, the “riddle-figure,” the object itself, was 
providing an image of the concept. This notion of the phenomenon as an 
“image” rather than a symbol 20 or example of the concept, including the idea 
of their dialectical, reciprocal interrelationship (paralleling the polar relationship 
lie tween exactness and fantasy, or mimesis and transformation), had its own 
history, threading (not without snags) through the fabric of his friendship with 
Benjamin. But before looking at it more closely, 21 we need to illustrate con¬ 
cretely the principles by which Adorno’s constellations were assembled. 

The structure of Adorno’s essays was the antithesis of commodity structure. 
The form of commodities, as Marx had explained in the first chapter of Capital , 
was governed by principles of abstraction (of exchange value from use value), 
identity (of all commodities with each other through the medium of money), 
and reification (ossification of the object as a mystifying fetish by splitting it off 
from the process of its production). 22 Adorno’s constellations, in contrast, were 
constructed according to principles of differentiation, nonidentity, and active 
transformation. Differentiation as a compositional procedure meant articulating 
nuances which pinpointed the concrete, qualitative differences between ap¬ 
parently similar phenomena. 23 Adorno asserted that “nowhere do essences 
separate more sharply than whore thoy corqe closest to each other." 24 This 
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principle is the source of much apparent ambiguity in Adorno’s writings, for it 
implied that phenomenal “elements” had no absolute value, no constant mean¬ 
ing, if torn out of the context of their particular manifestations. It was thus im¬ 
possible to speak in the abstract of what made, e.g., “good” art or “progressive” 
theory, as if a set of attributes could be capsulized in a definition and then found 
either present or lacking in any particular case. Conversely, the fact that Adorno 
judged specific qualities positively in one constellation and negatively in another 
makes it impossible, in turn, to capsulize his own thinking and is a cause of the 
elusiveness, the resistance of his writings to categorization within any particular 
intellectual pigeonhole. A small example will illustrate this point: a childlike 
quality in music was not interpreted uniformly as progressive or regressive. Dis¬ 
cussing this same element in the music of three composers, Adorno clarified the 
difference: 

Debussy’s child-likeness was a game of the man who knows himself and his 
own limits; Stravinsky’s is an oblique attack on the grown-up world; Ravel’s 
alone was the aristocratic sublimation of sorrow. 25 

In the first case, the childlike quality connotes the cynicism of bourgeois self- 
consciousness; in the second, the powerlessly rebellious perspective of youth; in 
Ravel’s “aristocratic” music it is the constellation of play and grief, an interrela¬ 
tion of opposites which, Adorno implied, in its embodiment of contradiction 
came closest of the three representations to an awareness of truth. 26 

A variation of this principle of differentiation was turning a word or con¬ 
cept against the phenomenon it was intended to signify. We have already en¬ 
countered this dialectical device in Adorno’s speech on the “idea” of natural 
history (— the reason for his choice of words should now be clear): “nature” 
was seen to be not at all natural, and history as it actually unfolded was no 
“history” in any meaningful sense. 27 Such negations of tautological truths ap¬ 
pear frequently in Adorno’s essays (“life does not live”; 28 gratification is the 
enemy of gratification 29 ) where they function to set the constellation and criti¬ 
cal thinking in motion. 

If one of the fulchrums of Adorno’s dialectical argumentation was to break 
apart the apparently identical by means of specific differentiation, a second was 
the reverse of this principle: to juxtapose seemingly unrelated, unidentical ele¬ 
ments, revealing the configuration in which they congealed or converged. Con¬ 
struction of similarities out of opposites by a “juxtaposition of extremes” had 
been advocated and applied by Walter Benjamin in the Trauerspiel study: 

And indeed, those elements whose release from the phenomena is the task 
of the concept are most accurately manifested in the extremes. The idea 
is transcribed as a relational configuration in which the one-of-a-kind stands 
among its own ilk . 30 

When Adorno introduced nature in order to give history, its polar opposite, true 
representation, wlu-n lie pointed to their convergence in the moment of tran 
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siency, 31 he was following Benjamin’s inspiration. The assumption which under¬ 
lay this principle (assumed also in Marx’s notion of social antagonisms and the 
Freudian concept of ambivalence) was that reality was itself contradictory, that 
its elements formed no harmonious whole, not even within one particular phe¬ 
nomenon. Constellations were constructed to make this essentially contradictory 
character visible: in his “representation of the sociohistorical phenomenon of 
jazz,” 32 a phenomenon he called “theutterly alienated [appearing] as the utterly 
familiar,” 33 Adorno interpreted its “origin” 34 in a configuration of the extremes 
of salon music (the sentimental intimacy of the strolling violinist) and the mili¬ 
tary march: 

The former represents an individuality, which in truth is no such thing, 
but rather its socially produced appearance; the latter is an equally fic¬ 
tional collective, which is constructed by nothing else but using force to 
line up atoms in a row. 35 

“Juxtaposing extremes” meant discovering not only the similarity of op¬ 
posites but also the connecting links (the “inner logic”) between seemingly 
unrelated elements of a phenomenon. To illustrate: Adorno saw three appar¬ 
ently unconnected components of Wagner’s operas, “envy, sentimentality and 
destructive impulse,” congeal in a “configuration” which he interpreted as a 
“pre-form” of the bourgeois personality’s “transformation in the totalitarian 
era.” 36 Further, these elements were themselves contradictory; in each of them 
was a convergence of extremes which revealed that Wagner’s “radicalism” was 
really conservative: “envy” of bourgeois supremacy was the proper name for 
Wagner’s social protest; his sentimentality glorified the beggar but also the ruler; 
his destructive impulse turned sexuality into the death instinct — “physical de¬ 
sire and death become one.” 37 Adorno located Wagner’s anti-Semitism in the 
extremes of sadism and masochism: “the contradiction between derision toward 
ihe victim and self-denunciation.” 38 

A favorite technique of Adorno, which, like the juxtaposition of extremes, 
illuminated truth as contradictory instead of eliminating contradictions as un¬ 
irue, was to turn ideological statements into critical ones by transposing the 
sequence of llieir “elements,” fe., the words themselves: for example, his state¬ 
ment “The truth is not in history; history is in the truth.” 39 The special appeal 
of this technique was that it satisfied concretely the demand that critical inter¬ 
pretation remain “immanent,” adhering strictly to the elements under scrutiny. 

The ineat-and'-potatoes principle of dialectical logic was, of course, that 
wlvat appeared to be one thing was essentially its opposite, and Adorno’s writ¬ 
ings contain their fair share of this Hegelian staple. His 1936 analysis of jazz was 
structured largely by such arguments: jazz’s “individualism” was shown to be 
stereotyped, its “improvisation” standardized; its use value was really exchange 
value; its syncopation was repetitious uniformity; its “objectivity” (Sachttchkeit) 
was in fact ornamentation; jazz appeared democratic but was really totalitarian; 
its eroticism was a new repression; masked as the future collective, it was in fact 
a return of the primitive, “the music of slaves/' 40 This dialectical technique was 
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most in keeping with the approach of the Frankfurt Institute (in whose journal 
the jazz essay appeared). But where Adorno demonstrated his unique capacity 
for analysis, as well as the intensity of Benjamin’s influence, was in interpreting 
the very smallest phenomena, extracting like splinters from their most specific 
components recognizable fragments of the bourgeois social structure. 

It is often in his minor writings that this skill appears most strikingly. In 
“Especially for You,” 41 a short article Adorno wrote in the thirties, the “phe¬ 
nomenon” was an American hit song. Adorno noted two contradictory ele¬ 
ments: its existence as a commodity of mass culture and the personalized message 
of its title. The paradox could be seen within the words of the song themselves: 

Especially for you that’s what a moon’s for 
Especially for you that’s what a June’s for 42 

More than mere ideology, the lie of the lyrics unintentionally spoke a social 
truth: of course neither moon nor June was there especially for the individual, 
and the same was true of the relation between a popular song and its audience. 
The song producers had no more concern for the customer’s real interests than 
“that moon interests the dog that howls at it .. .” 43 (while the consumer had no 
real choice but to howl along in unison). In the apparently unrelated juxtaposi¬ 
tion of elements on the sheet music itself, Adorno again read social content: the 
song title was followed by the U.S. copyright law warning of criminal prosecu¬ 
tion for the violation of private property: 

The man who might get it into his head that something is there especially 
for him and therefore bought the song in the first place will thereafter no 
longer fall into the mistake of thinking it belongs to him. 44 

Now Adorno reversed the words, echoing Marx’s analysis of commodities “He 
belongs to the product, not vice versa,” and concluded with another reversal, 
showing the law-abiding individual as himself imprisoned: “If he wanted to 
change something he would be locked up, that is, if he were not locked up 
already.” 45 

Adorno didn’t write essays, he composed them, and he was a virtuoso in 
the dialectical medium. His verbal compositions express an “idea” through a 
sequence of dialectical reversals and inversions. The sentences develop like 
musical themes: they break apart and turn in on themselves in a continuing 
spiral of variations. The phenomena are viewed as Freud viewed dream symbols: 
They are “overdetermined,” so that their contradictory complexity needs to be 
disentangled through interpretation. But there is no affirmation, no “closing 
cadence.” The contradictions are unraveled; they are not resolved. 


HISTORICAL IMAGES 

There were two moments in the dialectical process of constructing constella¬ 
tions. One was conceptual-analytical, breaking apart the phenomenon, isolating 
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its elements, and mediating them by means of critical concepts. The other was 
representational, bringing the elements together in such a way that social reality 
became visible within them. In the analytical process, the phenomenal elements 
were viewed as a code language, “ciphers” of sociohistorical truth, whose transla¬ 
tion into the conceptual language of Marx and Freud provided their interpreta¬ 
tion, making it possible to “transform” them into a readable text. 46 Here visibly 
“given” objects were translated into the terms of a nonvisible social process. But 
in the moment of representation, the reverse occurred: the elements “fall into a 
figure”; 47 they congealed into a visible image of the conceptual terms. In con¬ 
structing “trial combinations” of the elements, this moment brought the dia¬ 
lectical motion to a standstill, but not, as with Hegel, because the antagonisms 
had been overcome. The images illuminated contradictions rather than negating 
or sublating them; the procedure was one of mimetic representation rather than 
synthesis. I spoke earlier of the arranged elements of the object providing an 
“image” of the concept. Adorno meant by this, simply, that as the visible world 
was interpreted analytically by Marxian and Freudian concepts, these concepts 
themselves became visible in the world. In this sense, constellations were not 
unlike hieroglyphs, uniting the perceptual and conceptual; the phenomena be¬ 
came rebuses, riddles whose qualitative elements, juxtaposed, were the concepts 
translated into picture form. 48 

The notion of the “visibility” of truth, which does not show up in the writ¬ 
ings of Horkheimer 49 (or the members of his Institute), must be understood 
quite literally: the “images” were not symbols of the concepts, not poetic analo¬ 
gies for the social totality, but the real, material manifestation of both of them. 
“Images” were empirical, perceptible evidence of the mediated relationship 
be I ween the particular and the bourgeois social structure. This conception might 
appear esoteric in its convolutions, and, paradoxically, childlike in its concrete¬ 
ness. In fact, like many of Benjamin’s inspirations, it was both. 

Already in the Trauerspiel chapter Benjamin had spoken of ideas as monado- 
logical “images” {Bilder) of the world, a “stage” ( Schauplatz ) for the representa¬ 
tion of reality. Images resembled allegories; indeed, they were like the very 
Baroque (ragic dramas Benjamin was interpreting, in which “the temporal motion 
of events is caught up in a three-dimensional picture and analysed.” 50 

In his 1931 address, Adorno christened them “historical images” ( geschicht- 
liche Bilder ), so that there was no doubt as to their predominantly objective 
nature anti their sociohistorical specificity. 51 At the same time Benjamin was 
working on his own revision of the original conception, for which he coined the 
term “dialedical images.” As a tool for analysis, the promise of these construc- 
lions lay in their potential for avoiding “vulgar” Marxist reductionism on the 
one hand and pseudo-Marxist idealism on the other: the images were objective, 
they really existed; but they needed the activity of subjective fantasy to lie dis¬ 
covered. Adorno described them in his inaugural lecture: 

These images are not simply self-given. They do not lie organically ready in 
history; no gixe [£c/iau] and no intuition [both HusierUan terms I are 
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required to become aware of them; they are not magically sent by the gods 
to be taken in and venerated. Rather, they must be produced by human 
beings. . . . 52 

Yet promise was one thing and realization another. The dialectical “production” 
of “objective” images was problematic, and its actualization became a central 
point in Adorno’s dispute with Benjamin in the thirties. 53 

At birth,however, Adorno’s “historical” and Benjamin’s “dialectical” images 
were close fraternal twins. They often combined philosophical subtlety with a 
certain playfulness, a delight in those double entendres and unexpected juxta¬ 
positions which were the source of humor in puns, or picture puzzles like “Spot 
the Object.” These optical puzzles are called Vexierbilder in German, which was 
how Benjamin described the fragments he published as Einbahnstrasse (1928). 54 
Adorno used the term in his own writings: interpreting Dvorak’s “Humoresque,” 
Adorno recalled a Vexierbild on the newspaper puzzle page picturing an empty 
house on an empty street in the rain, with the question, “Where is the burglar?” 

One had to keep turning the thing around, on its sides, on its head, until 
one discovered that somewhere the line of rain with a rough-built chimney 
portrayed a grimace which let itself be apprehended. The memory of these 
Vexierbilder is preserved in Dvorak’s example of the musical genre. Where is 
the humor? 55 

Adorno answered that it had fled the scene of the music and was hiding as a 
barely perceptible grin in the title alone. The piece was an image of bourgeois 
false consciousness: 

Quaint: the piece was written somewhere in America, and a memorial was 
placed on the spot. But the knowing flicker at the corners of the mouth, as 
the memorial of which the Humoresque itself survives, is the readiness once 
again to understand all presently existing vileness, in order all the better 
then to be able to excuse it. 56 

Analogies and metaphors only pretended likeness, but historical images were 
authentic replications. Like translations, 57 they were mimetic transformations; 
they named where the analogy signified, where the concept only “intended.” 
Hence the “whimpering vibrato” of the jazz instrumentalist was the bourgeois 
subject’s helplessness; 58 the social irrationality which determined the fate of a 
popular song was the irrationality of the stock market. 59 Vividly, in the layout 
of the bourgeois theater, Adorno claimed one could see the structure and attri¬ 
butes of class relations: the physical arrangement of seats provided a perceptible 
image. In the orchestra sat the bourgeoisie, 

... all placed on the same slanted \schief\ 60 level, and each carefully sepa¬ 
rated from the other by armrests. Their liberte is that of open competition: 
to interfere with the others and hog the best view of the stage. Their fra - 
ter nit & emanates from the long rows of seats where each seat looks like the 
other and yet all remain secluded and unperturbed within the order of 
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things. Their egalite is bounded by the hierarchy of place and price. But it 
is invisible. The seats in the first and second row don’t look any different. 

The seats are folding chairs. With their red cushion covers they preserve 
the recollection of the private boxes: for the orchestra dwellers advance to 
the ruling class of the world. 61 

The private boxes were reserved for the nobility, the ruling class of the feudal 
era, now obsolete, peripheral to economic production and the resulting class 
Structure. Yet [like the Prussian Junkers around Hindenberg — the year was 
1932| they still exerted power behind the scenes: 

The boxes are inhabited by ghosts. They have lived there since 1880, or 
since the Ringtheater burned down. They haven’t bought tickets, but pos¬ 
sess pre-historic subscriptions, gilded patents of nobility, consigned to them 
by God knows whom. Like true ghosts they are confined to their place. 
They can sit in no other seat: either they remain here, or disappear. They 
are separated from all the living in the theater. But a concealed door leads 
from them into the machinery caverns behind the scenes. Sometimes, they 
still give the great prima-donna a champagne supper between the acts, and 
no one sees it. True boxes are dark. 62 

Was Adorno’s theater image meant to transform Plato’s allegory of the cave into 
a socially specific,.historical image? The contemporary audience watched the 
illusion of reality on the stage, just as the cave inhabitants viewed their own 
shadows on the wall. But in the top tier of the balcony, farthest away from the 
stage and hence least taken in by its illusions, sat not only Plato’s “philoso¬ 
phers,” the intellectuals who understood the performance, but the lower class. 
For these were the cheapest seats in the house, close to the eaves, where the 
ocfcupants 

know all the better that the roof above them is not tightly fastened, and 
await whether or not they will one day explode it and bring about a union 
between stage and reality. . . . Today, when the stage is bound by the text 
and the audience by bourgeois morality, the balcony remains the only place 
in the theater of true improvisation: it has entrenched itself on the outer¬ 
most borders of the theater-space, builds its barricades out of the wood of 
the folding chairs. 63 

The theater, then, w society in its historically present form. The audience was 
urged to look away from the illusions performed on the stage and see the theater 
ilseli as a stage for the performance of social reality. 

Similarly, under Adorno’s interpretive gaze, the jazz performer became the 
“stage" for a dramatic documentation of the individual’s relation to society. An 
analysis of the historical figure of the “jazz-subject” culminates Adorno’s article 
on Jazz for the Zeitschrift fur Sozialforsthung (written 1936, published 1937). 
When the article was republished in 1964^ this section wassel apart at the close 
of the essay (which uses more standard dialectical principles of argumentation to 
lay bare the Ideological content of Jazz), marking Ids own uniqueness among the 
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critical theorists of the Frankfurt Institute. 65 When the jazz performer, the “sub¬ 
ject,” made temporary “breaks” away from the chorus-like repetitions of the 
music, he portrayed the reality of the constraints society imposed upon him. 
Thus the jazz subject 

. . . falls out of the collective like syncopation out of the respectable mea¬ 
sured beats; out of protest or incompetence, he does not wish to become 
a member of the given majority which exists prior to and independent of 
him, until, in the end, he is received by special grace of the collective, or 
better, is fit into it; indeed, until the music, concluding with a rounding-off 
phrase, ironically gives evidence that he was in it from the beginning; that 
he is himself a piece of this society and actually can’t fall out of it at all; in 
fact that his apparent bungling is actually the virtuosity of adapting; that 
his inability in every sense, and certainly the sexual only to begin with, 
means precisely being able to, means that he can also adapt; indeed, can 
do it better. 66 

Adorno claimed that the “eccentric” was the origin, 67 the historical archetype 
of the jazz subject. The clown (a closely related figure) refused by the immedi¬ 
acy of his gestures to conform to the bourgeoisie’s “reified life,” becoming 
laughable but making the latter appear laughable as well. 

. . . the eccentric, of course, falls just as much out of the goal-oriented regu¬ 
larity — the “rhythm” — of bourgeois life. . . . But his falling out discloses 
itself at once: not as impotence, but as superiority. . . . The rhythm of his 
arbitrariness fits smoothly into a larger, legitimate one . . . : being obedient 
to the law and nonetheless different. 68 

Adorno interpreted this constellation of contradictory elements: obedience and 
superiority, protest and conformity, within the musical material itself (with the 
felicitious aid of a Freudian key category). The syncopation, the rhythmic cate¬ 
gory of the “eccentric,” 

... is not like that of Beethoven, its opposite, which rises up against the 
existing law until it produces from out of it a new one. It is purposeless; 
it leads nowhere, and is arbitrarily revoked through a dialectical, mathe¬ 
matical conversion of time-counts which leaves no remainder. It is merely 
coming-too-early, just as anxiety leads to premature ejaculation, as impo¬ 
tence expresses itself in premature and incomplete orgasm. 69 

The apparent superiority of the jazz subject’s improvisation was thus only proof 
of his impotence. Jazz was not merely ideology: the “decisively radical tendency 
of jazz” was that its own inner logic expressed a real social contradiction: 

. . . that this weak subject, precisely because of his weakness, indeed, as 
if in reward for it, fits exactly that collective which made him so weak, and 
whose norms his weakness cannot satisfy. 70 

The relalionship between solo “break” and refrain was the relationship between 
bourgeois individual and I he social totality. This social I ruth was precisely what 
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I he form and content of jazz whispered in the ear of an interpreter whose exact 
fantasy could succeed in bringing it to speech. 71 Adorno concluded with a de¬ 
scription which spelled out the logic of fascist submission: 

Psychologically, jazz accomplishes the squaring of the circle. The arbitrary 
individual, as a member of the bourgeois class, is himself essentially for¬ 
feited to blind social law. To the degree that he now learns to fear social 
judgment, experiencing it as a threat of castration — in its immediate form, 
as anxiety over impotence — he identifies himself with the judgment he 
must fear, thus, however, belongs to it himself and is allowed to dance in 
unison. The sex appeal of jazz is a [military] command; follow orders, and 
then you yourself can give them; and the dream thought, as full of contra¬ 
dictions as the reality in which it is dreamt, becomes: When I allow myself 
to be robbed of my manhood, only then do I become potent. 72 

The original inspiration for interpreting historical “figures,” like the jazz 
performer or eccentric, as a “stage” upon which images of social reality appeared 
seems to have been Benjamin’s. Certainly he carried the whole notion of “images” 
the farthest. His first conception of the Passagenarbeit (1928) involved educing 
from the figure of the gambler images which “were to decipher historically- 
philosophically the phantasmagoria of the nineteenth century as the figure of 
hell.” 73 In Benjamin’s Einbahnstrasse (1928), a collection of “thought-images,” 74 
the fragmentary thoughts, memories, even dreams of the author himself became 
the stage for images of impersonal, objective reality. 75 And if here subjective 
experiences were dialectically interpreted for their objective content, in the 
Proust-like remembrances of Berliner Kindheit (1930) Benjamin also reversed 
the process: objects (telephone, crooked street, lectern) were dissolved so that 
their “inner history,” the subjective experience congealed within them, was re¬ 
leased, In 1930 Benjamin wrote that what distinguished the Enlightenment 
thinker from the dialectical materialist was that the latter not only pointed out 
contradictions (as had Kant), but was able to show the point at which thesis and 
antithesis converged. “Dialectical images” were meant to illuminate this point. 76 
Benjamin’s images functioned like switches, arresting the fleeting phenomena 
and starting thought in motion or, alternately, shocking thought to a standstill 
and setting the reified objects in motion by causing them to lose their second- 
nature familiarity. 

Increasingly, he began to rely on them alone in his writings. In the thirties, 
exiled in Paris, Benjamin revised his plan for the Passagenarbeit. It was to be a 
“panorama of dialectical images” 77 elicited from figures of the collector, the 
prostitute, the flaneur, the conspirator, as well as the gambler, and from the 
historical phenomena of fashion, photography, iron construction, glass archi¬ 
tecture, the bourgeois intirieur . 78 As a kaleidoscope of constellations, they were 
to illuminate not the heavens beyond, but the world of the past: Paris, the 
capital city of the nineteenth century, and of course, one could add, the city of 
capital, Out of the fragments of its history (which he unearthed as an inveterate 
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frequenter of the Bibliotheque Nationale ), Benjamin “intended to construct the 
idea of the epoch in the sense of an ur-history of modernity.” 80 

The term “ur-history” ( Urgeschichte ) 81 appears interchangeably with “nat¬ 
ural history” {Nat-urgeschichte) in Benjamin’s Trauerspiel study. By the time of 
the Passagenarbeit , he used the former term almost exclusively. 82 And yet its 
meaning closely paralleled Adorno’s 1932 interpretation of history as nature 
(i.e., as repetition, hence not “history” at all). 83 But whereas the staticness of 
bourgeois society was adequately expressed by the notion of (second) nature, 
reference to the modern as “archaic” suggested more: that present “civilization” 
pressed dangerously close to being barbarism itself. Benjamin’s “ur-history” of 
the nineteenth century 

. . . was designed not somehow to uncover archaic rudiments in the most 
recent past, 84 but to define the most modern itself as a figure of the most 
archaic 85 

Against the reality of Hitler’s consolidation of power, the theme of the modern 
as archaic was not merely a polemical one; increasingly it became a description 
of the empirical course of events. 86 But if bourgeois culture, like bourgeois com¬ 
modities, revealed all the attributes of myth and mystification and if Hitler’s 
own myth of the Fiihrer made use of the psychological impotence which re¬ 
sulted, then these were still to be understood as historical phenomena, not ex¬ 
pressions of a constant human nature. Likewise, dialectical images were intended 
as historically specific constructions, not Jungian archetypes. As Adorno wrote 
in regard to Benjamin’s Passagenarbeit: 

. . . the dialectical image was meant objectively, not psychologically: the 
representation of the modern as the new, the already past, and the ever- 
identical [ Immergleiche ] in one, was to be the central philosophical theme 
and the central dialectical image. 87 

The fragmentary Passagenarbeit thus clearly anticipated Adorno’s and Hork- 
heimer’s Dialektik der Aufklarung. Their critique of the history of enlightenment, 
their argument that reason had reversed itself and become a new form of myth, 
was based precisely on such an interpretation of the modern as archaic. 

The approach was new for Horkheimer, but Adorno had been experiment¬ 
ing with its application since the early thirties; “the ‘momentarily new,’” he 
wrote in 1932, “that which is dialectically produced in history, presents itself 
in [the constellation of] truth as archaic”** and his interpretive essays illustrated 
this conviction. Specifically, Adorno wanted to demonstrate that the commodity 
structure of present phenomena bore the distinguishing characteristics of myth; 
resurfacing within modernity was the structure of a primitive era. 89 In a series 
of short pieces (written 1931-1933) 90 Adorno used images of the archaic to 
make visible the fetishization of culture. The reification of cultural events, their 
relationship to the audiences as “a commodity Ilia! can be bought,” reduced 
culture to a “ceremonial function”: 
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Applause is the last form of objective communication between music and 
listener. . . ; the activation of the listener is now an illusion; 91 only in the 
blind execution of applause do they [listener and music] meet each other. 
The procedure could refer to the ancient, long-forgotten sacrificial ritual. 
Perhaps, we might surmise, men and women once thus clapped hands when 
priests slaughtered sacrificial animals. . . . 

The virtuoso is accorded applause above all, because he most clearly pre¬ 
serves the characteristics of the priests of sacrifice. . . . Often we no longer 
know what it is that is being sacrificed here: the music, the virtuoso, or in 
the end, we ourselves. 

As a ritual act, applause places a magic circle around the performer and 
those who are applauding, which neither are able to penetrate. Only from 
outside does it let itself be understood. 92 

It was one thing to read the elements of a theater performance as an uninten¬ 
tional expression of commodity fetishism; it was another to discover such 
changes within the musical material itself. Adorno’s article on jazz educed 
images of the archaic (of myth, magic, the tyranny of the collective) out of an 
analysis of the technical elements of the music in order to demonstrate, not that 
jazz music was authentically primitive 93 for it was “a commodity in the strict 
sense,” 94 but that precisely as commodity, precisely in those elements which 
deiermined il as a modern phenomenon of mass culture, it possessed qualities 
which bore the name of the primitive: “The modern archaic of jazz is nothing 
else but its commodity character.” 95 Adorno argued that the laws governing 
the composition of jazz music, those same laws which guaranteed its market¬ 
ability as a cultural commodity, gave it a structural identity to primitive myths: 

I he rigid, almost timeless immobility in the [music’s] movement, the 
mask like stereotypy of a fusion between a wild agitation which appears to 
he dynamic and an inflexibility of process which rules over such agitation. 
Above all, however, the law, which is one of the market just as much as of 
myth: it must always be the same, and simultaneously feign being always 
the new. 96 

jazz's tendency to “demythify” the dance by transforming its ceremonial move¬ 
ment Into secularized “steps” reversed dialectically into a “new magic”: the 
rhythmic spell of (lie military march. 97 In the improvisational “breaks” of jazz 
music which pretend to be individualistic, hence progressive, Adorno saw the 
Imuge of archaic ritual. The musical alteration of verse and refrain, the solo 
brouks followed by (.hematic repetition, paralleled the primitive dancer per¬ 
forming for the collective, 98 and this in turn was an image of the relationship 
between the modem individual and society in which (lie former, power less, made 
a “sacrifice to the collective”; 99 he was, like archaic man, really no individual at 
all: he "sacrifices an individuality which lie doesn’t possess. , . .” 100 
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Adorno’s jazz critique was written in England in 1936, before he had de¬ 
cided to join Horkheimer’s exiled Institute in the United States, the mass-culture 
mecca. In reading the music and its performance as a “sociohistorical cipher,” 
the translation of which exposed its modern commodity form as archaic, in ap¬ 
plying concepts of both Marx and Freud to an interpretation of the musical 
material itself, in making social reality visible within the surface features of the 
phenomena, his analysis of jazz provided a model for all Adorno’s later critiques 
of mass culture — of popular music, radio, television, and horoscopes, to name 
a few. It was from the foundations laid in this article 101 that Adorno, collab¬ 
orating with Horkheimer in the United States, developed the theory of “culture 
industry” in the 1940s. 102 

Edward Shils, the most vocal American critic of this theory, argued in 1957 
(from a liberal rather than a Marxist standpoint) not only that such a “Leftist” 
criticism of mass culture was untenable, but that Adorno, Horkheimer and other 
immigrants failed, because of European intellectual hubris, to appreciate the 
democratic essense of American mass culture. 103 Regardless of the merits of 
mass culture, Shils’s argument missed the point as far as Adorno was concerned. 
As his jazz article clearly demonstrates, far from belittling mass culture, Adorno 
took it extremely seriously, applying to its phenomena the same sophisticated 
analytical method, the same intellectual spleen, which he used in interpreting 
Husserl, Kierkegaard, and Stravinsky. Nor did he suggest that the distinction be¬ 
tween critical consciousness and mass consciousness paralleled differences in 
education or in class. 104 Adorno may indeed have been an intellectual snob, but 
an argument ad hominem won’t do as a criticism of his theory. The latter was 
fundamentally concerned with the relationship between subject and object, and 
by granting the trivia of modern existence philosophical dignity rather than re¬ 
treating into the aristocratic chambers of the abstract “big questions” of philoso¬ 
phy or deifying the subject’s domination of matter, Adorno’s conception of the 
subject-object relationship was “democratic” in a very real sense. 

Adorno, then, did not dismiss jazz, or claim that as “low-brow” culture or 
“ideology” it was insignificant. He insisted on the contrary that appearance — 
phenomenal, ideological Schein — was precisely the locus of truth; 105 it was 
precisely here that he riveted his philosophical gaze, under which appearance was 
dialectically “redeemed,” transformed from ideology into social truth. Jazz was 
revealed as a stage for social reality. As unintentional truth, it gave /te//away. 
Its performance was thus “the static ritual of revelation of its social charac¬ 
ter.” 106 

But only a critical attitude toward jazz (or any other phenomenon), a re¬ 
fusal to identify with it, could discover this truth. The uncritical affirmation of 
jazz was “pseudo-democratic.” 107 Jazz was “static” indeed in both meanings of 
I he English word: it was mythically repetitive, and also a garbled message: “in- 
leiTerence” ,0M which needed deciphering. This deciphering did nol leave (lie 
object (or Ihe subject) untouched: it was praxis, intervention, knowledge which 
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allercd the phenomena so that, like Vexierbilder, they could never be viewed in 
I he same, mystifying way again: 

If jazz were only really listened to, it would lose its power. Then people 
would no longer identify with it, but identify it itself. 109 



Chapter 7 The Method in Action: 
Liquidating Idealism 


MATERIAL PROOF 

Adorno’s method was remarkably versatile. It could be applied to any 
kind of bourgeois 1 social phenomenon. Whether it was jazz, atonality, a play 
by Beckett, listening to radio, a sociological concept, an aesthetic principle, or 
a philosophical text, his interpretive procedure followed those principles which 
I have attempted to describe and to illustrate. In all cases, whatever the discipline 
to which these phenomena traditionally belonged, his goal was the development 
of critical consciousness and knowledge of social truth so that the world of 
objects, not identical to reason, became accessible to rational understanding. 
Yet when the object was bourgeois philosophy, the procedure yielded a unique 
result: insofar as the method was successful, it not only revealed the ideological 
implications of that philosophy; it proved it wrong by negating the idealist 
tenets upon which it rested. Here was the method’s real revolutionary potential, 
and because these tenets, in turn, provided the foundation of all bourgeois 
intellectual inquiry, Adorno made it the central focus of his work. Here he 
hoped not only to heighten critical awareness of philosophy’s ideological, 
social function, but to make a positive contribution: to articulate the logic 
inherent within the material of philosophy itself, which led by its own dynamics 
to the disintegration of its bourgeois, idealist, commodity form. This negation 
at the same time redeemed philosophy by transforming ontology, epistemology, 
metaphysics, ethics, and aesthetics 2 from self-enclosed, idealist systems into 
dialectical, materialist activities of thought which participated self-consciously 
in the process of social change. 

The qualitative distinction of the results of Adorno’s method when applied 
to the phenomenon of bourgeois philosophy is an important point, so let me 
be quite specific. In Chapter 2 1 cited the only concrete illustration which 
Adorno gave in his 1931 program for philosophy, a constellation, organized 
according to the “key'* concept of commodity structure, which was capable of 
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interpreting and simultaneously negating Kant’s problem of the thing-in-itself. 
Mere I noted that what Adorno found so exciting about this interpretation 
(which was Lukacs’s originally) was not simply that it demonstrated the histori¬ 
cal relativity of Kant’s thinking, but that it proved by “immanent” criticism that 
Kant’s premise of the duality of thought and reality was absolutely wrong, 3 that 
subject and object were inextricably bound, reflecting one another, and that 
the problematic elements of bourgeois commodity production were precisely 
the problematic elements of Kant’s idealism: the “indifferent” relationship 
between Kant’s subject and object was the reified relationship between worker 
and product; the abstractness of Kant’s formalism was the abstractness of 
exchange value; the irrationality of the thing-in-itself was the resulting opacity 
of commodities; the acceptance of the “given” world of experience was the 
acceptance of class relations as second nature. The distinguishing characteristics 
of the Kantian subject, of the autonome ratio upon which all idealism was 
based, were its independence from the object, its historical and formal univer¬ 
sality, and its ordering 4 of the empirical world. Now if it could be demon¬ 
strated that these elements were reflections of social reality, if, like those glass 
paperweights which, when turned upside down, snowed upon a world within, 5 
these elements, when turned on their heads and made transparent, revealed 
an image of social reality in “monadological abbreviation,” then the very claims 
of the autonome ratio — its ahistoricity, its separation from the object, its 
universality — were proved wrong, negated, liquidated. As a result, the riddle 
of I he thing-in-itself problem (which had only become problematic because 
of the assumption of an autonomous subject in the first place) was solved, 
not because an answer had been found, but because the question itself was 
meaningless, because it “absolutely disappeared.” 6 Adorno’s program of philo¬ 
sophy as the liquidation of idealism was thus defined as a process of “riddle¬ 
solving”: 

Ami just as riddle-solving is constituted, in that the singular and dispersed 
elemenls of the question are brought into various groupings for so long 
unlil I hey close together in a figure out of which the solution springs 
forlh, while the question disappears — so philosophy has to bring its ele¬ 
ments, which it receives from the sciences [ Wissenschaften ], into changing 
constellations . . . until they fall into a figure which can be read as an 
unswer, while at the same time the question disappears. 7 

When constellations were constructed in order to solve the riddles of idealist 
philosophy, I he phenomena, the “objects,” were philosophical texts, and their 
“elemenls” were the disparate, fragmentary, seemingly insignificant details: 
l hough I parlicles, I urns of phrase, specific words and images. The “riddles” 
were located in the antinomies, the logical breaks of the texts, because here, 
where the suhjeclive intention of the philosopher faltered, where, faced with 
contradiction, he himself fell, lie had failed, lie succeeded, unintentionally, in 
111.if in cm :d truth visible \‘\w juxtaposition of sivmingly remote (dements 
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in the particular one-time-only arrangements whose structures correspond to 
the “key” categories of Marx and Freud, created “historical images” of these 
categories. The philosophical texts thus interpreted became transparent, a 
stage for objective social reality, just when, as idealist texts, they intended to 
be speaking about a subjective, autonomous, absolute realm. Idealism, by 
means of immanent criticism, was made to contradict its own tenets, and Ador¬ 
no’s constellations thus promoted the self-liquidation of idealism: 

I am not afraid of the reproach of unfruitful negativity. ... If philosophical 
interpretation can in fact only prosper dialectically, then the first dialectical 
point of attack is given by a philosophy which cultivates precisely those 
problems whose removal appears more pressingly necessary than the addi¬ 
tion of a new answer to so many old ones. 8 

This was written in 1931. In 1966 Adorno could still argue that “philosophy 
is obliged ruthlessly to criticize itself,” 9 that 

Though chained to the questions of traditional philosophic problematics, 
we certainly must negate those problematics. 10 

There was thus a remarkable persistence in Adorno’s conception of the task 
of philosophy. And yet his description of the riddle-solving process did change 
in a way which reflected a shift in the balance of factors which went into the 
construction of constellations. Adorno’s 1931 program, reflecting Benjamin’s 
influence, stressed the crucial role of “historical images.” The illumination of 
these “images” formed the climactic moment: they lit up the problem “like 
lightning”: 

Authentic philosophical interpretation does not meet up with a fixed 
meaning which already lies behind the question, but lights it up suddenly 
and momentarily, and consumes it at the same time. 11 

Adorno’s light imagery evoked several historical traditions simultaneously: 
it conjured up Platonism, 12 but also the eighteenth-century Enlightenment; 
as illumination, it was associated with the revelatory experience of mysticism 13 
and of poetic intuition, 14 but also the most modern technology: an electric 
shock, 15 an atom exploding, 16 or a camera flash capturing a picture of the 
real. 17 In his inaugural speech Adorno, speaking of historical images, stated 
that their validity was guaranteed by the fact that “reality congeals about them 
in striking evidence [in schlagender Evidenz] .” 18 Soon, however, Adorno 
developed reservations about this illuminative moment. Perhaps it was too 
reminiscent of Husserl’s concept of Anschauung, of the “intuitive gaze” to 
which the object’s essence became phenomenologically “evident,” and which 
Adorno attacked in his critique of Husserl, written 1934-1937. In 1938 Adorno 
began to recognize the same invocation (Beschworung) of truth in Benjamin’s 
writing, whereby reality was intuitively revealed rather than theoretically in 
terpreted. When Benjamin began to rely on a “montage” of objective data to 
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provide “images” of truth without any interpretive mediation by the subject, 
Adorno wrote him: 

The “mediation” which I miss, and find hidden by materialistic-historio¬ 
graphic invocation [Beschworung] is in fact nothing other than just that 
I heory which your work bypasses. 19 

Historical images never disappeared from Adorno’s writings. But they became 
more dearly one pole of his constellations, or “thought models,” 20 rather 
than I heir culmination, held in suspension by dialectical, theoretical argumenta- 


DECODING KIERKEGAARD: THE IMAGE OF THE 
BOURGEOIS INTER/EUR 

Adorno’s Habilitationsschrift , with which he fulfilled the requirements for 
a position on the Frankfurt philosophy faculty, 22 was a critique of Kierkegaard. 
In I his study, written in 1929-1930 and published in 193 3, 23 Adorno applied 
(lie philosophical method outlined in his inaugural lecture. The book, Kierke¬ 
gaard: Konstruktion des Aesthetischen , which Adorno republished without 
revision in 1962, 24 illustrates how a historical image functioned in Adorno’s 
early writings and how his interpretive philosophy solved the “riddles” of 
idealism by fostering their self-liquidation. 

in attacking Kierkegaard, then highly admired in philosophical circles, 25 
Adorno was challenging the whole tradition of existentialism, including its 
latest proponent, Martin Heidegger, whose influential book Sein und Zeit 
had appeared in 1927. 26 Kierkegaard’s critique of Hegel was the bourgeois 
alternalive lo that of Marx. Although both rejected Hegel’s identity theory 
because i! lost sight of lived reality, Kierkegaard rested his case on the reality 
of individual existence, whereas for Marx existence was a social category. For 
Kierkegaard, I he riddle of philosophy was ontological: the meaninglessness of 
human exislencc. The problem of existence, less critically formulated, 27 pre¬ 
occupied twentieth-century existentialists as well. When Adorno used his riddle- 
Nolvlng procedures to illuminate and explode the ontological question, his 
purpose was twofold: to rob current existentialism of its validity, and to justify 
simultaneously a (modified) Marxist alternative. But this was not all. As the 
subtitle, “Construction of the Aesthetic,” indicated, Adorno had a further 
purpose: lo argue against the view, found in Kierkegaard and in other more 
contemporary thinkers, that aesthetics was the realm of subjective immediacy 
and irrationalism, and lo validate in its place the Hegelian conception of aesthet¬ 
ics as a medium for knowing objective truth (a higher medium for truth than 
cither Kierkegaard or Hegel had supposed). 28 

With all this going on in one short study, clarity of purpose was not its 
strongest asset . 29 Tho full intricacies of Adorno’s argument cannot be followed 




The Method in Action: Liquidating Idealism 115 

here. The book concerns us specifically as an early demonstration of his philo¬ 
sophical method. 

It will be recalled that for Kierkegaard the aesthetic sphere marked the 
lowest stage in the dialectic of spiritual development. As the starting point for 
the process of transcendence, its construction crystallized the form of the 
existential problem. The characters in Kierkegaard’s writings embodying the 
aesthetic attitude were depicted as hedonists whose actions were dictated by 
the sensual immediacy of their “situation,” rather than by moral choice. Kierke¬ 
gaard deprecated this sphere for its “creaturely immediacy,” compared with 
the higher realms of ethics and religion. But Adorno argued that in this, the 
most concrete stage of his theory, Kierkegaard came closest to truth. 30 He 
noted that when Kierkegaard described the alienation of men’s existential 
situation, he showed an acute awareness of the realities of capitalist society: 

... he indeed took note ... of the relationship between reification and 
commodity structure in a simile which needs only to be taken literally 
for it to correspond with Marxist theory. 31 

But in rejecting Hegel, Kierkegaard overreacted and tried to avoid the problem 
of objective history altogether: “He analyses neither the necessity or justice of 
reification, nor the possibility of its correction.” 32 Instead of attempting to 
remove reification from the world, Kierkegaard tried to remove the world, 
arguing that if material reality was reified ( verdinglicht ), then truth was not in 
matter (« dinglich ). 33 Kierkegaard turned to the interior world of individual 
religious experience: “With the category of the 'person’ and his inner history 
[Kierkegaard] would like to repress external history f rom his circle of thought.” 34 
Kierkegaard reduced the historical dimension of existence to historicity (an 
abstract, anthropological concept), and he robbed social reality of its specific 
content by referring to it generally as the existential “situation.” Instead of 
seeing alienation as the product of his own bourgeois era, Kierkegaard gave 
the latter philosophical sanction by raising it to the level of an ontological 
principle, 35 while the relationship between subject and object was characterized 
not by mutual transformation, but by “indifference.” 36 Concrete reality 

. . . falls away. It provides for the subject a mere “occasion” for action, 
mere opposition for the act of faith. In itself [the world of things] re¬ 
mains arbitrary and fully undetermined. No part in “meaning” is granted 
to it. There is in Kierkegaard as little subject-object [relationship] in the 
Hegelian sense as there are content-rich objects: only isolated subjectivity, 
closed up inside, secluded from the dark otherness. 37 

Through the “superior strength of the otherness” 38 Kierkegaard’s subject was 
Ihrown back on itself. I lis dialectic was thus inner-subjective, an “objectless 
dialect ic” which “can be thought of, in Kierkegaard’s sense of philosophy, as 
the movement in contradictions of the individual person's consciousness. 

The result was that Kierkegaard* who had charged Hegel with abstractness 
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because he had ignored the lived existence of the individual, sacrificed the very 
concrete content he intended to rescue: “Kierkegaard’s theory of existence can 
be named Realism without Reality.” 40 

But it was also subjectivism without a subject. For once objective reality 
was dismissed and left behind, in order to give life meaning Kierkegaard’s in¬ 
dividual ended up sacrificing itself, its own (first-nature) body as well as its 
critical consciousness, through a blind leap into a realm of mythic spirituality 
and submission to God. 

The contradictory moments of Kierkegaard’s theory, of the subject, the 
object, and the riddle of meaning, “remain entwined within one another. Their 
figure is called inwardness.” 41 Adorno was not satisfied with demonstrating 
the logical difficulties of this configuration or even its ideological implications, 
the reasons why it promoted bourgeois, or “false” consciousness. He wanted 
more, to prove Kierkegaard’s idealist premises incorrect, by showing that pre¬ 
cisely where Kierkegaard thought he had escaped the objective world, he re¬ 
mained caught in it: “real history makes its way into his philosophy. Even the 
objectless subject with its inner history is tied to historical objectivity.” 42 
Indeed, Kierkegaard’s errors were expressions of “unintentional” historical 
truth: the inner realm into which the logic of his theory led was itself a historical 
manifestation, marking the passing of the bourgeois era; Kierkegaard’s realm of 
the spirit was inhabited by the ghosts of earlier bourgeois idealism. As Benjamin 
noted in a review of Adorno’s book for the Vossische Zeitung in 1933: 

Wiesengrund’s [Adorno’s] question is, then, if one will, historically posed. 
... It leads to a critique of German idealism, the unriddling of which 
begins in its old age. For Kierkegaard is a late arrival. ... In, namely, the 
aesthetic idealism of romanticism, absolute idealism’s mythic elements 
really come to be illuminated 43 

The philosophical “unriddling” of Kierkegaard did not involve giving an answer 
to the apparent meaninglessness of life, but demonstrating the meaninglessness 
of the existential question, which was not absolute, but limited to “its one-time 
and first-time historical appearance.” 44 If Adorno could prove that the existen¬ 
tial riddle was historically specific, he could destroy the ahistorical, ontological, 
idealist claims of that riddle, which had led Kierkegaard, incorrectly, into seek¬ 
ing a solution in pure spirituality rather than social reality: the “answer” was 
not the negation of self, but the negation of the social conditions which gave 
rise to the problem in the first place. Attacking Kierkegaard from within, using 
his own words against their intent, Adorno needed to demonstrate that the 
“configuration of inwardness” which appeared at all points of contradiction 
in Kierkegaard’s philosophy was permeated by the external world. Existential 
inwardness had to be translated out of conceptual abstraction into sociohis- 
torical concreteness. To achieve this, Adorno constructed a “historical image” 
using the elements of a metaphor supplied hy Kierkegaard himself: the interior 
of a bourgeois Hat of the mid nineteenth century, Adorno aigued that Ihe 
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image of the “bourgeois interieur ,” 45 when taken literally, revealed the his¬ 
torical truth of Kierkegaard’s philosophy and at the same time contained its 
own “immanent” criticism: 

The name suitable for the “situation” as the powerlessly immediate in¬ 
difference between subject and object is not the knight’s castle with which, 
romantically, Kierkegaard compares inwardness. And it does not need to 
be sociologically established in mere “association” [Zuordnung] to Kierke¬ 
gaard, but lies present pragmatically in his work itself. Specifically, in the 
metaphors of the apartment interior. ... It is the bourgeois interieur of 
the nineteenth century before whose arrangement all talk of subject, object, 
indifference, situation, pales to abstract metaphor even if, for Kierkegaard, 
the image of the interieur stands itself as a mere metaphor for the connec¬ 
tion between his basic concepts. The relationship reverses itself as soon as 
interpretation gives up the identity compulsion. . . , 46 

The bourgeois interieur was a seemingly insignificant detail in Kierkegaard’s 
writings, overlooked by “philosophically trained authors,” 47 which Kierkegaard 
intended as a symbolic representation of his philosophical concepts. Under 
Adorno’s interpretive gaze, this historical image represents unintentional social 
truth and demonstrates that these concepts are false (while the Marxist concepts 
are proved to be true). 

The image appears frequently in Kierkegaard’s works. Adorno cites an 
early example: father and son, at home, walk back and forth across the floor, 
pretending they are strolling past exciting places in the outside world. Adorno 
comments: “Thus the fldneur goes for a walk in the room; reality appears to 
him simply as reflected out of mere inwardness.” 48 Unlike the Paris flaneur , 
who at least observed the empirical, urban surface of social reality, 49 Kierke¬ 
gaard’s reflective man reflects at home. He is the rentier , living off the rents 
of the buildings he owns (as was Kierkegaard in fact), excluded from the pro¬ 
ductive process which does not even enter his f ield of vision. 50 

The imagery of reflection is a part of the interieur . Kierkegaard intends 
(lie reflecting mirror as a symbol for the seducer: “But with it, an image is 
posited in which is condensed, against Kierkegaard’s will, social and historical 
content.” 51 Mirrors known as “spies” (a word Kierkegaard used to describe 
himself) 52 were standard furniture in the bourgeois flat of the nineteenth 
century. They were positioned “. . . to reflect the endless streetlines of such 
rental apartments into the secluded bourgeois living space.” 53 The external 
world was thus subjugated to the interieur at the same time it defined its limits, 
|iisl as in Kierkegaard’s philosophy the “situation” is “subjugated to subjectivity 
and yel coniines it as well.” 54 

“Space does not fall into the interieur. It is solely the latter’s boundary.” 55 
The minor testifies to the objecllessness of Kierkegaard’s dialectic. It brings 
only the appearance ol things into the individual’s private world. But even the 
objects inside the interieur, the pieces of furniture, are reduced to mere ap 
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pearance, without concrete content. Kierkegaard’s seducer describes Cordelia’s 
living room — filled with the foreign imports of an imperialist economy — as 
an ornamental, decorative arrangement. The furniture objects receive their 
meaning 

. . . not from the substance out of which they are manufactured, but out 
of the interieur , which assembles the illusion of the things as a still-life. 
Here the forfeited objects are conjured up in an image. The self is over¬ 
taken in its own domain by commodities and their historical essence. 56 

Yet enclosed in his private space, the bourgeois subject cannot grasp the ac¬ 
tuality of the objects as commodities of capitalist production: 

Their appearance-character [ Scheincharakter ] is historically-economically 
produced through the alienation of the thing from its use value. But in 
the interieur the things do not persist in appearing alien. 57 

Instead, “the mute objects speak as 'symbols’”: 58 by interpreting them as 
subjectively meaningful, Kierkegaard blots out their historical specificity and 
accepts them as second nature: “thus objects which appear historically are 
arranged to appear as unchanging nature.” 59 

The bourgeois interieur has no room in which to unfold. It exists, once and 
for all, frozen in the still-life of a furniture arrangement, and thereby provides 
the concrete image of the “indifference” between subject and object. But the 
interieur is also the “living image” of Kierkegaard’s indifference to historical 
change, his fusion (and confusion) of temporally specific existence with eternal 
nature. Instead of presenting themselves as dialectically interrelated, as mutual, 
nonidentical mediators, “in the apartment eternity and history merge togeth¬ 
er.” 60 Kierkegaard’s philosophy refers to an existential “point,” which neither 
extends in space nor develops in time, but is rather “a complete simultaneity of 
all moments”: 61 

In the point, however, reality is not allowed to extend, but only to appear 
in optical illusion, just as in a peephole. In the appearances [Schein], 
however, historical reality presents itself as nature. 62 

The symbol of mirrored reflection perpetuates this confusion, mystifying the 
existentialist despair. Kierkegaard speaks of father and son as mirror images of 
one another: the son, like the father, will spend his days in doubt. The reason 
for melancholy ( Schwermut ), the “captivity of mere spirit by itself,” 63 while 
actually a historical constellation, 64 takes on the ontological appearance of 
“archaic and persistent nature.” 65 

When phenomena from the outside world do enter into the configuration 
of inwardness, Kierkegaard transforms them into religious symbols. Utterly 
specific historical technologies become representations of a timeless and ab¬ 
stract spirituality: the train passenger becomes a symbol of the sinner; machine 
Imagery conjures up the demonic and magical; a rising air balloon, “the strang¬ 
est Image of the technology of his day,“ becomes ihe inverse symbol of sinking 
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into doubt. 66 All these Kierkegaardian symbols “circle about the bourgeois 
dwelling as their place of social realization and as their powerful cipher.” 67 

Inside, the subject experiences twilight as the Day of Judgment and seeks 
comfort in the illumination of the gaslight, but “the consolation of this light 
is also appearance [Schein] ”: 68 

Out of the twilight of such melancholy emerge the contours of the “domes¬ 
ticity” [ Hauslichkeit ] which for Kierkegaard constitutes the place of 
existence. But therewith, the place of his existentialism as well. Inwardness 
and melancholy, [mere] appearance of nature and reality of [divine] 
Judgment, his ideal of concrete, individual human life and his dream of hell 
which the despairing individual inhabits like a house during his lifetime — 
the models of all his concepts are bound in the deceptive light of the room 
in late day into a wordless tableau, out of which it is worth extricating them 
if one wishes to see what is truth in them and what is illusion. 69 

But this is precisely what Kierkegaard doesn’t do. Instead, he takes flight in the 
opposite direction, abandoning the bourgeois interieur (which at least bordered 
on the external world) and retreating into a “second inwardness,” i.e., the 
existential subject himself, who now becomes merely the “stage” for a religious 
dialectic of self-abnegation. And as Kierkegaard flees through the ethical sphere 
into the realm of pure spirituality, Adorno follows in pursuit, armed with the 
tools of dialectical criticism to shoot holes in existentialism by exposing simul¬ 
taneously the logical contradictions of its content and the social content of 
its logic: Kierkegaard’s abstract, “objectless” ethics is “false and deceptive 
class morality.” 70 Kierkegaard’s attempt to transcend what he calls the “myth” 
of immediate appearance, motivated by a hostility to nature [Naturfeind- 
schaft ] , 71 leads him to sacrifice the subject’s own body (his first nature), and 
traps him in an inner realm of the spirit more mythical than the first. 72 His 
internalized dialectic forms a closed system, 73 a mythic circle controlled by 
fate, where the subject relinquishes both body and critical reason to an unknown 
and unknowable God. 74 Like the mirror reflections in the bourgeois flat, this 
realm is characterized by repetitive duplication. 75 The existentialist dialectic is 
really static: the dialectic “stays in place,” becoming what it already is, and 
thus it corresponds “precisely to the image of the interieur in which in fact the 
dialectic comes to a stop.” 76 

Adorno does not rely solely on the power of the bourgeois interieur to 
“unriddle” Kierkegaard’s philosophy. Even in this early study where its role 
is central, the historical image never takes the place of philosophical and logical 
argumentation. The bourgeois interieur illuminates the elements of the riddle, 
providing a frame in which its fundamental contradictions can be seen in a 
flash: 

. , , in it the moments of his I Kierkegaard’s I theory of archaic, fixed nature 
present themselves without mediation as those of the historical constella¬ 
tion which presides over them , 77 
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It thus sets the critical philosopher off on the right track, but it remains his 
task to demonstrate specifically that Kierkegaard’s fusion of the archaic and 
the historical, of nature and spirit, of myth and reality, is a case of mistaken 
identity; that these dialectically paired concepts need to be unraveled by theory 
and held apart as mutually determining, mutually critical ones; that otherwise, 
theory succumbs by its own inner contradictions to self-liquidation. Adorno 
concludes that Kierkegaard’s intent of avoiding Hegel’s abstraction and identity 
theory is a failure: Hegel is “turned inside” by Kierkegaard, 78 but he is not 
overcome: 

both of them [Kierkegaard and Hegel] remain idealistic: Hegel, with the 
definitive thought-determination of Being [Dasein] as meaningful, as 
“rational”; Kierkegaard, with its negation, which rips existence apart from 
“meaning” just as completely as Hegel forces them together. In Kierke¬ 
gaard, ontological and idealistic elements cover each other up, and their 
intermingling is what makes his philosophy so impenetrable. 79 

In the image of the interieur , Kierkegaard is turned on his feet: Adorno 
argues that Kierkegaard comes nearest the truth where he thought himself 
furthest away, in the aesthetic sphere where the metaphor of the interieur 
most persistently appears, and where the object at least has a sensual existence 
outside subjectivity, despite the undialectical “indifference” of the subject- 
object relationship. Implied in this criticism was, of course, a defense of the 
Marxian perspective. But Adorno was also attacking Martin Heidegger, as any¬ 
one familiar with Sein und Zeit (1927) — and Adorno’s intellectual peers cer¬ 
tainly were — could not help but be aware. For in attempting to define being, 
Heidegger had employed a strikingly similar illustration — the objects in the 
interior of his study, which, like those of Kierkegaard’s interieur , could be 
perceived only in their immediacy. For Heidegger objects were “equipment” 
( Zeuge ), owned and manipulated by the [domesticated, bourgeois] subject: 
their use value was personal rather than social. Their being-in-the-world was 
merely being-at-hand; their “meaning” had nothing to do with their socio¬ 
economic production, but was determined, like Kierkegaard’s still-life of furni¬ 
ture pieces, by their physical arrangement in the interior: 

Equipment is essentially “something in-order-to . . .” (“etwas um-zu . . .”). 
A totality of equipment is constituted by various ways of the “in-order-to,” 
such as serviceability, conduciveness, usability, manipulability. 

In the “in-order-to” as a structure there lies an assignment or reference 
of something to something. . . . Equipment — in accordance with its equip- 
mentality — always is in terms of ( aus ) its belonging to other equipment: 
ink-stand, pen, ink, paper, blotting pad, table, lamp, furniture, windows, 
doors, room. These “Things” never show themselves proximally as they are 
for themselves. . . . What we encounter closest to us . . . is the room, and 
we encounter it not as something “between four walls” in a geometrical 
spatial sense, but as equipment lor residing. Out of this llifl “arrangement” 
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emerges, and it is in this that any “individual” item of equipment shows 
itself. 80 

Heidegger’s “room” does not even allow for the reflection of the external to 
shine into it. Through an extension of the lines of Adorno’s argument (and 
hence between the lines of his Kierkegaard study), Heidegger’s purportedly 
“materialist” phenomenology, as outlined in Sein und Zeit , appears not at all 
the most progressive of current philosophies (Husserl at least looks outside at 
the apple tree; Sartre gets as far as the park bench). 81 Indeed, Heidegger “falls 
behind” Kierkegaard, by Adorno’s criteria, since the latter’s critical perception 
of social reality led him at least to pose the ontological question negatively. 
As Adorno wrote in a later article: 

All Kierkegaard’s gloomy motives have good critical sense as soon as they 
are interpreted in terms of social critique. Many of his positive assertions 
gain the concrete significance they otherwise lack as soon as one translates 
them into concepts of a right society. 82 

Hence Adorno’s liquidation of Kierkegaard’s idealism (legitimated by its own 
logical dynamics) at the same time redeems his writings as an unintended ex¬ 
pression of social truth. 

If Benjamin’s original theory of ideas was an inversion of the Platonic 
one, the bourgeois interieur (be it theater or house) can indeed be seen as 
similarly related to Plato’s myth of the cave, on whose walls only the reflection 
of reality appeared, chaining the consciousness of its inhabitants to illusion. 
What made this relationship an inverse one was the historical specificity of 
Adorno’s image. Leaving the interieur meant entering concrete social reality, 
while leaving Plato’s cave meant entering an ahistorical realm of ideal truth. 
Plato’s myths, like Kierkegaard’s metaphors, were symbols, establishing rela¬ 
tionships of identity between thing and concept, meaning and intention. Ador¬ 
no’s historical image aimed at demythification by transforming the symbolic 
relationships established by Kierkegaard’s words into dialectical ones. By bring¬ 
ing Kierkegaard’s philosophical concepts into critical juxtaposition with symbols 
from the historical reality which had been their source, Adorno transformed 
Kierkegaard’s eternally fixed images (which ruled over the individual with 
the fatalism of an astrological sign) into dynamic, historical constellations: 
he set their elements in motion so that they negated the very concepts they 
were intended to symbolize. 



Chapter 8. Theory and Art: 
In Search of a Model 


THE AESTHETIC EXPERIENCE 

Thickness of texture, complexity of composition, inversion and variation of 
thematic motif — these were qualities which Adorno’s writing had in common 
with a work of music. Kierkegaard: Konstruktion des Aesthetischen was itself an 
aesthetic construction. It wasn’t that Adorno favored transforming philosophy 
from a scientific inquiry into an art form. 1 Rather, he rejected the dichotomy 
between science and art, which he considered not necessary, but the product of 
a particular historical era. 

Ever since the seventeenth century, in the wake of the Newtonian revolution 
in science, the realms of art and knowledge, “mere” fiction and factual “truth,” 
had been split into two opposing camps. In the context of this dualism, Enlighten¬ 
ment reason took the side of science. The philosophes were hostile to art, which, 
secularized and hence robbed of its aura as a theological symbol, was no longer 
considered a form of truth in itself but rather a pedagogic tool, a means of moral 
persuasion. 2 In the bourgeois revolutions art became a platform for political 
propaganda. It can be said that the Marxian aesthetics of Lukacs and Brecht 
were still within this Jacobin tradition insofar as they were committed to art as 
a means of political instruction (although they differed radically in their defini¬ 
tion of the kind of art that met this requirement). 3 

In protest against the Enlightenment, nineteenth-century romanticism cham¬ 
pioned art as a source of truth in its own right, but it remained within the 
existing paradigm by accepting without question the notion of a dichotomy be¬ 
tween reason and art. Hence, for example, music was glorif ied by Schopenhauer 
and Wagner as the expression of a subjective, irrational will. Adorno, siding with 
neither the romantics nor the rationalists, challenged the basic ilualislic assump- 
lion. l ie wrole in 1939 in regard to aesllielic criticism: 

Ii is my conviction that ... a rationality I which can judge the truth or 

falsity of artworks] is today not a matter of “science** concerned with art, 
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but of art itself. That is to say, that every art which deserves serious atten¬ 
tion approaches the aim of rationality by its very structure, and tends more 

and more toward “knowledge.” 4 

Of course, in the Hegelian system art was granted a rational cognitive function, 
but it was relegated to a lower sphere in comparison with philosophy, just as 
Kierkegaard had condemned the aesthetic mode of lived experience to a lower 
level in comparison with spirituality. Opposed to both rationalist and existen¬ 
tialist idealism, Adorno argued that aesthetic experience was in fact the more 
adequate form of cognition because in it subject and object, idea and nature, 
reason and sensual experience were interrelated without either pole getting the 
upper hand — in short, it provided a structural model for “dialectical,” “materi¬ 
alist” cognition. 

Such a position was to a certain degree anticipated by Kant, who recog¬ 
nized the mediating position of art between thought and praxis, and this theme, 
developed in Kant’s third critique, was the subject of \\ox\i\vQ\mQi'sHabilitations- 
schrift for Hans Cornelius in 1925. 5 But Adorno’s appreciation of the cognitive 
value of aesthetic experience came first-hand, through the composition and 
performance of music. His mentor Schonberg was a romantic in some ways but 
not in his conception of the creative process. Schonberg rejected the notion of 
artist-as-genius and replaced it with the artist as craftsman; he saw music not as 
the expression of subjectivity, but as a search for knowledge which lay outside 
the artist, as potential within the object, the musical material. For him, com¬ 
posing was discovery and invention through the practice of music-making. 6 Its 
goal was knowledge of truth, and if Schonberg believed that the mimetic elements 
of the process had affinities to magic, then this was not to negate the rational, 
“logical” moment of music, but rather, to emphasize its material, objective side, 
not identical (and therefore not reducible) to the subject. 

In arguing that aesthetic production was not the expression of (either ra¬ 
tional or irrational) subjectivity, Schonberg’s procedure in fact paralleled science. 
At the same time, scientists contemporary with Schonberg, theorists of the new 
scientific revolution, were recognizing that their own activity bore little affinity 
!o the present-day rationalism of scientific positivism and logical formalism, but 
instead, as an objective and true “construction” of reality, converged with art. 7 

Scientific positivism had become the hallmark of official Marxism. But by 
1931 Adorno had access to Marx’s newly discovered Economic and Philosophic 
Manuscripts , 8 and he must have been struck by the similarity between the young 
Marx’s conception of the dialectic of labor as a cognitive experience and Schon- 
herg’s concept ion of the aesthetic experience of composing. In both, the processes 
of creativity and cognition, production and reflection, were one and the same, 
thus when Adorno based his Marxist philosophy on aesthetic experience, his 
aim was to “aestheticize” neither philosophy nor politi cs, but instead to recon¬ 
stitute the dialectical relationshjp between subject and object which he believed 
to be the correct structural basis for all human activities - knowledge, political 
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praxis, and art. In this sense, both philosophy and art had a moral-pedagogic 
function, in the service of politics not as manipulative propaganda, but rather 
as teaching by example. In comparison, the positivist, “scientific” notion of 
social engineering, which held that an elite group first acquired knowledge and 
then attempted through manipulation of the others to recreate the world in 
accord with that knowledge, was far more guilty of “aestheticism,” in the 
negative sense connected with political totalitarianism, than was Adorno’s own 
position. 9 


SURREALISM AS MODEL: THE EXPERIENCE 
OF HASHISH 

Walter Benjamin was also convinced that the aesthetic experience was 
fundamental to correct philosophical understanding, but his intellectual develop¬ 
ment and the place where it led him were not identical to Adorno’s. Impressed 
in his early years by the tradition of theological and mystical experience, to 
which his friendship with Gershom Scholem had exposed him, he was first at¬ 
tracted to the aesthetics of Friedrich Schlegel, Novalis, and other early German 
romantics who were the self-conscious heirs to these traditions. His dissertation, 
Der Begriff der Kunstkritik in der deutschen Romantik (1920), 10 had interpreted 
the concept of aesthetic criticism, particularly as it was developed in the frag¬ 
ments of Friedrich Schlegel’s writings. Benjamin argued that the two operations 
of critical philosophy, thought (consciousness) and thought about thought (crit¬ 
ical reflection, or self-consciousness), had their parallel in Schlegel’s aesthetics 
in the creation of the artwork on the one hand and its critical interpretation on 
the other. It followed that the act of interpretation was the necessary comple¬ 
tion of the artwork, 11 because only in this second operation did the truth of 
the artwork, its “idea,” become manifest. 12 Literary criticism, or Sprachkritik, 
was thus itself cognitive revelation. For the early romantics, noted Benjamin, 
criticism was “a totally esoteric concept,” one “which in regard to knowledge 
rested on mystical premises. . . .” 13 Novalis viewed poetic texts — indeed, all of 
nature as well — as “hieroglyphs” and “codes,” whose interpretation depended 
on a sacred language which only the few could read. 14 The conception was very 
different from that of Goethe and the French philosophes, for whom criticism 
was exoteric and inessential, having a limited, instructive function. But for the 
early romantics art, brought to completion by criticism, converged with philos¬ 
ophy (Schlegel) and religion (Novalis) as revelation of truth. This conception 
clearly influenced Benjamin’s philosophical theory first outlined in Ursprung dcs 
deutschen Trauerspiels, which in turn made such a major impression on Adorno. 

It will be remembered lhat by 1926, in the midst of working on (he Trailer- 
spiel book, Benjamin had found himself in (he paradoxical position of espousing 
a philosophy influenced by myst icism at the same time Unit he became politically 
commit ted to Marxism. At this crucial Intellectual juncture ho road Louis Aragon’s 
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surrealist text Le Paysan de Paris. He later recalled his extreme excitement: 
“evenings in bed I could never read more than two or three pages before my 
heartbeat got so strong that I had to put the book down.” 15 The book used 
sacred language to portray sensuous love, and glorified the profane as the source 
of revealed truth, combining elements of the extremes of mysticism and materi¬ 
alism which now formed the poles of Benjamin’s thinking. As an aesthetic model, 
surrealism appeared far more compatible with his purposes than the romanticism 
of the early bourgeois period, and Aragon’s book became the inspiration for 
his study of nineteenth-century Paris, the Passagenarbeit t on which Benjamin 
worked for the rest of his life. In 1927 he began spending time in Paris, the 
center of the surrealist movement. 16 Two years later, the same year he read the 
first fragments of the Passagenarbeit to Adorno at Konigstein, Benjamin wrote 
that surrealism demonstrated “the true, creative overcoming of religious illumina¬ 
tion,” its transformation into “a profane illumination of materialist, anthropologi¬ 
cal inspiration. . . .” 17 

It is thus no accident that many of the elements of their Konigstein program 
were at home in the discourse of surrealism. Andre Breton, who founded sur¬ 
realism in 1924, was himself influenced by the Kabbalah, and he enthusiastically 
endorsed Freudian theory at the same time that he embraced Marxism. In 1926 
Breton proclaimed surrealism’s solidarity with the Communist Party, 18 yet like 
Adorno and his friends, he remained independent of actual affiliation. A non¬ 
conformist and a tactical anarchist whose aim was to make art explosive in order 
to clear away the old world for the new, Breton identified progress with man’s 
“unlimited capacity for refusal.” 19 In this sense he saw art as critical knowledge 
that implied a demand for action: “‘Transform the world,’ Marx said; ‘change 
life,’ Rimbaud said. These two watchwords are one for us.” 20 Not content to 
remain in the isolated sphere of Tart pour Tart, Breton’s goal was the reconcilia¬ 
tion of dream and reality “into a kind of absolute reality, a sur reality,” 21 and 
his volitional politics called for a transformation of society in accord with 
human desires. It can be said that the surrealists took literally Marx’s statement 
“the world has long since possessed something in the form of a dream which it 
need only take possession of consciously, in order to possess it in reality.” 22 

It was the artistic technique of surrealism that fascinated Benjamin. Sur¬ 
realist art portrayed everyday objects in their existing, material form (in this 
literal sense surrealist fantasy was “exact”), yet these objects were at the same 
lime trunsi ormed by the very fact of their presentation as art, where they ap¬ 
peared in a collage of remote and antithetical extremes. 23 Prototypical of Ben¬ 
jamin’s “dialectical images,” surrealist artworks illuminated unintended truth 
by I he juxtaposition of “two distant realities” from which sprang “a particular 
light . . . , l he fig hi of the image” as Breton wrote in (he first Surrealist Mani¬ 
festo. 2 ' 1 In Les Vases communicants (1933) Breton maintained: 

To compare two objects as remote as possible from each other or, by any 

other method, to place them together in an abrupt and startling manner, 

remains tho highest tusk to which poetry cun aspire. 
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This was the method of montage, the technique developed in the new film medi¬ 
um of using single frames rather than scenes as the basic unit of construction. 26 
Film montage made possible the rapid succession of seemingly disconnected 
images, and its inner logic was radically different from the conceptual, linear 
logic of the traditional print medium. To Benjamin the principle of montage 
appeared precisely adequate for his study of nineteenth-century Paris. Urban 
experience was composed of shocks, of collage-like fragments that bombarded 
the senses: “no face is more surrealist than the true face of a city.” 27 The way 
transitory material objects, the smallest, seemingly insignificant fragments of 
human existence appeared in his Passagenarbeit — smokestacks, fashions in 
clothes, turtles taken for a stroll in the shopping arcades — paralleled “the shock¬ 
like flashes of obsolete elements from the nineteenth century in surrealism.” 28 

Not only did Benjamin use dreams, the surrealist material par excellence , in 
his writing. 29 Like the precursor of surrealism Charles Baudelaire (whose works 
he translated), Benjamin experimented with consciousness-transforming drugs — 
hashish primarily, but also opium and mescalin. Benjamin was prompted by 
reading Steppenwolf, Hermann Hesse’s 1927 novel, 30 to record his experiences 
both under the influence and afterward. 31 These records of sessions dating from 
1927 to 1934 were found in his estate and recently published. They reveal that 
although he recognized drug-taking as a liberating act, he considered its relation¬ 
ship to political liberation problematic: 

Since Bakunin no radical conception of freedom has existed any longer in 
Europe. The surrealists have it. . . . But are they successful in uniting this 
experience of freedom with the other revolutionary experience which we 
must recognize since we have had it: with the constructive and dictatorial 
[aspect] of revolution: in short — in uniting revolt with revolution? 

To win for the revolution the powers of being high: surrealism revolves 
around this in every book and endeavor. That can be called its most particular 
task. 32 

Drugs did not themselves provide the “profane illumination” that Benjamin was 
seeking: “The true, creative transcendence of religious illumination . . . does not 
really lie in narcotics”: 33 

. . . the most passionate examination of hash-smoking will certainly not 
teach half as much about thinking (which is an imminent narcotic) as the 
profane illumination of thinking about hash-smoking. The reader, the person 
thinking, the person waiting, the flaneur , are just as much types of Illuminati 
as the opium-eater, the dreamer, the intoxicated, and they are profaner. 34 

Nonetheless, “hashish, opium and whatever else” could “provide the introductory 
course” for profane illumination, 35 and the recordings of these sessions make it 
clear that the insights induced by drugs were not insignificant to Benjamin’s 
theoretical endeavors. 11 is notion of the subject-object relationship which lay at 
the heart of his theory of knowledge bore the stamp of these sessions and char¬ 
acterized the particular nature of his empiricism, in which concentration on the 
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objects’ appearance did not result in a mere reflection of the given. Under the 
gaze of the hashish smoker the object transformed itself so that the very details 
of its surface appeared in changing configurations: 36 “the first rush loosens and 
entices things out of their familiar world; the second places them very quickly 
into a . . . new one.” 37 

The drug experience was especially significant for Benjamin’s secularized 
theory of the “aura” of objects. 38 Emanating from the surface of the phenomena 
and revealing their inner essence, this aura became visible within the “image- 
zone” of drugs, 39 and could be reproduced on the artist’s canvas: “Perhaps 
nothing gives a more correct concept of authentic aura than the late pictures of 
van Gogh, where — so one might describe these pictures — the aura is painted 
into all things.” 40 The goal of Benjamin’s writing as a series of dialectical images 
was to capture this aura in the written word as well. 


CRITICISM OF SURREALISM: 

ATONALITY AS MODEL 

There were difficulties in Benjamin’s choice of surrealism as a model for 
philosophy. The essentially static nature of his “dialectical images” (Benjamin 
called them “dialectics at a standstill” 41 and spoke of a “Medusan gaze” 42 ) be¬ 
came the focus of Adorno’s criticism in the thirties, manifesting to him the 
ultimate inadequacy of the surrealist model 43 At the outset, however, in the 
early days in Berlin, Adorno was not lacking in enthusiasm. In a 1930 review of 
Brecht’s Mahagonny Adorno praised this “first surrealist opera” 44 for its use of 
shock, scandal, and montage to construct the “ur-images of capitalism” 45 not 
only within the dramatic action but in Kurt Weill’s music as well. 46 Adorno 
considered the form legitimate for a critical representation of the fragmentation 
and decay of bourgeois reality, and claimed that it promoted “the disenchant¬ 
ment of the capitalist order. . . .” 47 In 1932 Benjamin could count on Adorno’s 
positive reaction when he said of the latter’s Kierkegaard study: “since the latest 
verses of Breton (the ‘union litre') nothing has so cultivated me in my particular 
fields as your map showing the way through the land of inwardness. . . .” 48 In 
completing the overthrow of bourgeois art forms which had been begun by ex¬ 
pressionists at the start of the century, the surrealists were involved in a project 
which clearly had Adorno’s sympathies. But decipherable within the surrealist 
techniques there were impulses of the movement and its reception of Marx and 
Freud that were bluntly incompatible with Adorno’s conception of his and 
Benjamin’s Kdnigstein program. Specifically, in violation of their early commit- 
men! !o demystification, surrealism affirmed the irrational: it was intentionally 
in complicity with enchantment, and lliis was technically manifested in the im¬ 
mediacy of representation in its artworks. Surrealist montages were random 
assemblages of existing objects in their immediately given, hence reified form. 
If their foriuitous juxtaposition was interpreted at all, then this was not in 
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Marxian terms, that is, as manifestations of sociohistorical reality, but in terms 
of meanings projected onto them by the subject. Yet these meanings themselves 
were reproduced immediately in surrealist art as a “photography of thought.” 49 
Following the Freudian principle of free associations, the surrealist project was 
to “write quickly, without any preconceived subject [matter]; fast enough so 
that you will not remember what you’re writing and be tempted to reread what 
you have written.” 50 But Freud himself saw this as only half the process in 
illuminating the truth. Not the dream image and its associations, but the inter¬ 
pretation of this configuration of elements, in connection with the subject’s 
waking experiences, was necessary to reveal a latent logic within the manifest 
absurdity. As Adorno wrote in a 1956 essay criticizing surrealism: 

Every analyst knows what pains and struggle, what will it takes to become 
master of the unintentionally expressed [dream] material which is already 
taking shape in the analytical situation by virtue of such struggle, but this is 
much less so in the aesthetic [situation] of the surrealists. In the world 
debris of surrealism the in-itself of the unconscious does not come to light. 51 

Surrealism “regrouped” the dream elements without liquidating them, and thus, 
claimed Adorno, its images were “fetishes — commodity fetishes — in which at 
one time subjective libido became fixed,” and for which the true model was 
pornography. 52 Insofar as efforts at interpretation were made, then they were 
al tempted only by imposing ready-made categories, like the Oedipus complex, 
mechanically from the outside. 53 

In crucial ways, then, surrealism was undialectical. (Breton was a great ap- 
preciator but poor interpreter of Hegel, to whom he referred as the “inventor” 
of “the dialectical machine.”) 54 Surrealism fused subject and object in the art 
image rather than, as Adorno attempted, making manifest the antagonisms char¬ 
acterizing their mutual mediation. Breton’s famous dream image of a man cut 
in two by a window 55 might indeed have lent itself to interpretation within the 
constellation of the bourgeois interieur, but such interpretation was hindered 
by that immediacy of aesthetic representation which was the outspoken goal 
of the surrealists. In Breton’s conception, the role of the artist as subject was 
reduced to the passive reception of images: “we, who have made no effort what¬ 
soever to filter, who in our works have made ourselves into simple receptacles of 
so many echoes, modest recording instruments. . . .” 56 The danger was that their 
art would not achieve the materialist objectivity they desired, but would provide 
only the magical reflection of the world of appearances. As Brecht noted critically, 
the objects of surrealism “do not return back again from estrangement”; 57 and 
in using surrealist techniques in his own epic theater he insisted on their “refunc- 
lioniug.” For Brecht this meant transforming them into didactic tools as a means 
for political education. For Adorno, of course, the external criterion of effect on 
the audience could not redeem the techniques, the validity of which would have 
ti> exist Internally “immanenlly” — or not at all. 58 To him the problem was 
whether the inner structure of surrealist procedure wus so contaminated by ir 
rationalism that redemption was impossible. 
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At least by 1934, Adorno was skeptical. In a letter to Benjamin he called 
attention to Andre Breton’s recently published Les Vases communicants, which 


. . . directs itself against the psychological interpretation of the dream and 
replaces it with one composed of objective images, and appears to attribute 
to the latter the character of historical keys. The whole thing lies too near 
to your theme not to make necessary perhaps a radical reversal precisely at 
the most central point. 59 


That same year Adorno published an essay on Schonberg as a “dialectical 
composer,” 60 describing Schonberg’s method with the same terms he had used 
to define his own philosophical project in 1931. It elaborated and made explicit 
the philosophical significance which Adorno had long sensed in Schonberg’s 
compositional procedure. The article can be read as a counter to Benjamin’s 
efforts to work with surrealism as a model for dialectical, materialist philosophy. 
For if the surrealist artist attempted to fuse subject and object by becoming the 
passive medium through which the material of the unconscious was expressed in 
empirical reality, if as a result surrealist images were reified and hence “undi- 
alectical,” then, so Adorno claimed, Schonberg as composer was not merely the 
medium but the active mediator in a dialectical process between the artist and 
his material. 61 Adorno wrote that it was the “absolutely new” contribution of 
Schonberg that this dialectical relationship between artist and material achieved 
its “self-consciousness” in a Hegelian sense. 62 He was referring to the logic of the 
music’s technical construction. The musical technique functioned “as the stringent 
locus of decisions concerning the musical contents.” 63 Schonberg, he wrote, 
worked neither as a “blind craftsman” nor with the “arbitrariness and optional 
choice of a subjectively unrestrained artist.” 64 Instead, the composition emerged 
out of an unresolved contradiction between the subjective freedom of the 
composer and the objective demands of the material, “if one may express it in 
philosophical vocabulary, between subject and object — compositional intention 
and compositional material.” 65 Using the Benjaminian terminology of his 1931 
inaugural lecture, he described this procedure as “exact fantasy.” 66 In surrealism 
an anarchistic, arbitrary fantasy converged with the seemingly opposite tendency 
of passive duplication of the given, intensifying mystification rather than dis¬ 
pelling it. But Schonberg, it will be recalled, 67 developed the material to the 
point of a dialectical reversal: tonality carried to its extreme resulted inatonality, 
which demystified music by demonstrating that the tonal “laws” were not natural 
and eternal. In his 1934 article, Adorno argued that this reversal enabled the self- 
conscious repossession of the means of musical “production,” precisely the goal 
of the Marxist project. 68 

Adorno’s positive evaluation of Schonberg’s music played a major role in his 
in Idled ual estrangement from Brecht. 69 This explains why he failed to send a 
copy of Ihe Schonberg article lo Benjamin for his comments, 70 as the article 
appeared in Vienna on September 13, 1934, and Benjamin was with Brecht in 
Denmark from July to October of that year. Vet there is no doubt as lo the 
seriousness with which he viewed (lie potential applicability of Schonberg’s 
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procedure for his project, the original conception of which had owed so much 
to Benjamin. That same year he began a critical study of Husserl, his major work 
of the thirties. Building on the Kierkegaard book, Adorno hoped to transcend 
bourgeois philosophy conclusively by means of an immanent dialectical critique 
of idealism in this, its most historically advanced form. The opening pages of the 
Husserl manuscript refer to “the model-character of musical logic,” particularly 
Schonberg’s, for his endeavor. 71 Significantly, his criticism of the subject-object 
relationship in Husserl paralleled his critique of surrealism: the immediacy of ob¬ 
jects as “given,” the passivity, the arbitrariness of the subject, and the essentially 
static, undialectical relationship between subject and object. 72 In contrast, Adorno 
described as the “idea” of his investigation 

. . . the task, in the interior of the matter, thus without presupposition of an 
anticipated process of its production which would be merely external, to 
disclose . . . the moment of production, i.e., the dialectic congealed within 
[the matter]. This procedure is synonymous with the deciphering of dialec¬ 
tical images. 73 

The structural relationship between subject and object in this procedure paralleled 
that of Schonberg’s composing. Adorno had already defended this method as 
inherently revolutionary, 74 arguing that Schonberg’s overthrow of bourgeois 
tonality, a transformation within music, carried with it a reversal of music’s 
external, social function as well, transforming it from an ideological function 
into a critical one. He expressed the exemplary character of such music for 
theory in a 1934 letter to Ernst Krenek: 

It is . . . the task of a true theory not to conceal and “mediate” reality’s 
ruptures by means of harmonious thought-forms, but precisely to expose 
them and through knowledge of them to contribute to overcoming them. 
And I indeed believe that Schonberg distinguishes himself from other music 
in that through the conception and resolution of its antinomies he goes as 
far beyond the structure of present society as the most progressive social 
theory. 75 

Not only had Schonberg changed the social function of music from ideology to 
critical knowledge. The very structure of his compositions provided the “image 
of a liberated music,” 76 and Adorno came to see in this image a utopian vision 
of society. He continued to Krenek: “Doesn’t this [Schonberg’s] music (I want 
to express myself carefully) have something to do with that which in Marx is 
called the ‘association of free men’?” 77 Adorno meant of course Schonberg’s 
libera(ion of the twelve tones from the domination of the lead tone, which led 
him not to anarchy, but to the construction of the twelve-tone row in which 
each note had an equally significant yet unique role in the musical totality, 78 
analogous to (he equal yet nonidentical, individual citizens in I he hoped-for 
classless society. Seh6nberg’s music was nonrepresenlalional, and thus the 
utopian image it provided was structural rather than pictorial or descriptive. 79 
Yet Adorno here was at the brink of breaking the Bilderverbot in regard lode 
llneating the nature of postrevolutionary society, To argue tint the correct 
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structure of geistige praxis could provide the model for a new social structure 
was to go well beyond the intentions of Ideologiekritik, and it clearly separated 
Adorno’s Husserl project from the work of Horkheimer’s Institute during the 
thirties. Not yet disillusioned as to the potential of Schonberg’s twelve-tone 
techniques, 80 Adorno went radically far in transposing Schonberg’s method 
from the musical to the philosophical mode. There was a parallel between his 
own abandonment of philosophical first principles and Schonberg’s abandon¬ 
ment of tonal dominance, also between his aversion to harmonious totalities and 
Schonberg’s use of dissonance and rhythmic irregularity. 

Moreover, Schonberg’s development of musical ideas, which Adorno de¬ 
scribed as a “movement between extremes” 81 comparable to “riddle-solving” 82 
or “deciphering,” 83 was structurally analogous to Adorno’s development of 
philosophical ideas. Adorno’s prototypical 1932 essay “Die Idee der Natur- 
geschichte” (discussed in detail in Chapter 3) developed its analysis from the 
paradoxical constellation of the extremes of “history” and “nature.” It would 
not be forcing the analogy to argue that the structure of this essay bore a distinct 
correspondence to the rules of twelve-tone composition, i.e., (1) the statement 
of the tone row: “all history is natural” (hence transitory); (2) retrograde, or 
reversal of the row: “all nature is historical” (hence socially produced); (3) in¬ 
version of the row: “actual history is not historical” (but merely the reproduction 
of second nature); and (4) retrograde inversion : “second nature is unnatural” 
(because it denies nature’s historical transitoriness). Following a similar procedure 
in his Husserl study, Adorno unraveled the “paradoxical constellation” of ra¬ 
tionalism and empiricism in phenomenology, 84 demonstrating how each of these 
extremes tended to negate itself (inversion) at the same time that it converged 
with the other (reversal). And if Adorno developed philosophical ideas the way 
Schonberg developed musical ideas, if each of his essays was constructed out of 
all the possible permutations of polar extremes, 85 showing the identity of contra¬ 
dictions (history is natural) and the contradictoriness of identities (history is un- 
historical), then it was also true that in his unwillingness to allow any one aspect 
of the paradox to dominate, the structure of his essays could be read as a mimesis 
of a social structure free of domination. 

Is this perhaps the hidden, positive moment in Adorno’s “negative dialectics”? 
Is each essay, precisely because of its unrelenting negativity, in fact a utopian 
emblem, a secret affirmation? Indisputable at least is the significance for Adorno 
of correct cognitive procedure understood as a structure, or “model,” which 
could be translated into different modes and different realms of intellectual 
discourse. Hence, for example, he could see parallels between the structure of 
Schonberg’s composing and Freudian analytical procedure. 86 Or he could dis¬ 
cern echoes of Schonberg in the structure of Benjamin’s writing: 

Just as the new music in its uncompromising representation tolerates no 
“execution,” no distinction between theme and development, but instead 
every musical thought, indeed every tone stands equally close to the center, 
so Benjamin's philosophy k likewiae "alhematic ” 87 
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THE AESTHETIC MODEL AND ITS LIMITS 

The notion of equivalences between different modes of experience — be¬ 
tween philosophy and image for Benjamin, philosophy and music for Adorno — 
was far from new. In literary history it had a clear precedent in Baudelaire’s 
theory of correspondences, itself the secularization of an older mystical con¬ 
ception (Gematria in the Kabbalist tradition, 88 of which at least Benjamin, 
through discussions with his close friend Gershom Scholem, must have been 
familiar). What was new, however, was their discovery of such equivalences be¬ 
tween aesthetic experience and dialectical materialism, which at least in its 
orthodox (non-Hegelian) Marxist form adhered strictly to that paradigm of 
bourgeois science which opposed itself irreconcilably to art, and which Adorno 
and Horkheimer later so devastatingly attacked in Dialektik der Aufklarung . 89 
Whereas within the scientific paradigm dialectics was viewed as an objective law 
of history and nature, which could be known and described by the detached 
subject in a totally imdialectical fashion, the aesthetic paradigm was based on a 
subject-object relationship in itself dialectical. At the same time, it avoided the 
speculative, metaphysical representation of the dialectic in which Hegel had ex¬ 
pressed his philosophy, and which rested on the potential for synthesizing 
antagonisms both within and between the realms of reality and thought: sur¬ 
realist art and Schonberg’s music expressed contradictions negatively, without 
resolving them into harmonious totalities. 

To base philosophy on aesthetic experience thus understood was to retrieve 
that which had been lost by the ideological preeminence of the subject in bour¬ 
geois philosophy in both its Enlightenment-rational and romantic-irrational forms. 
In this new form of “negative dialectics,” the subject retained contact with the 
object without appropriating it. The thinker reflected on a sensuous and non¬ 
identical reality not in order to dominate it, not to butcher it to fit the Pro¬ 
crustean beds of mental categories or to liquidate its particularity by making it 
disappear under abstract concepts. Instead the thinker, like the artist, proceeded 
mimctically, and in the process of imitating matter transformed it so that it 
could be read as a monadological expression of social truth. In such philosophy, 
as in artworks, form was not indifferent to content — hence the central sig¬ 
nificance of representation ( Darstellung ), the manner of philosophical expression. 
Aesthetic creation itself was not subjective invention so much as the objective 
discovery of the new within the given, immanently, through a regrouping of its 
elements. 90 

Implied in I his cognitive model was a transformation of the idea of knowledge. 
No longer was it a search for causal laws which would make possible manipula¬ 
tion ami prediction of the future. Now knowledge meant “seeing,” a kind of 
secular revelation (the influence of Husserl as well as theology was clear here) by 
means of critical interpretation hi line with the Kantian distinction in the third 
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critique, this kind of knowledge was not empirical information which one pos¬ 
sessed, but judgment which provided the capacity for action. 

Throughout his life, Adorno insisted on the parallels between philosophical 
and aesthetic experience. His major work on aesthetics, published posthumous¬ 
ly, 91 made continuous reference to the similarities between art and theory. 
Negative Dialektik, his mature philosophical work, explicitly noted the structural 
analogies between critical thinking and musical composition. 92 There exists in 
his estate the manuscript of a book-length study comparing the development of 
the “concept” in Hegelian logic with compositional development in Beethoven’s 
music (although as contemporaries, Hegel and Beethoven themselves never ap¬ 
preciated the connection). 93 

Yet it would be wrong to conclude that in Adorno’s theory art and philos¬ 
ophy were one and the same. From the start and repeatedly, he insisted that if 
they converged in their “truth content,” they were nonetheless nonidentical. In 
his inaugural lecture of 1931 he insisted: 

... it would be better just to liquidate philosophy conclusively and dis¬ 
solve it into the particular disciplines than to come to its aid with a poetic 
ideal which means nothing more than a poor ornamental cover for faulty 
thinking. 94 

His Kierkegaard study (1933) stated: “Even with a view to the final convergence 
of art and philosophy, all aestheticizing of philosophical procedure ought to be 
avoided.” 95 And in Negative Dialektik (1966) he wrote: “Philosophy that imi¬ 
tated art, trying to turn itself into a work of art, would cancel itself out.” 96 

Perhaps the clearest expression of his position was in a 1935 letter to his 
friend Ernst Krenek. Here Adorno criticized what he called Krenek’s “idealist” 
attempt to discover the cognitive character of art through “relativizing the dif¬ 
ference between art and science [ Wissenschaft ] .” 97 The division between them, 
historically produced, was a “historical necessity” 98 which could not be wished 
away. Science should not be “aestheticized,” nor art made scientific. Instead, 
argued Adorno dialectically, it was precisely as separate activities, both true to 
their own particularities, that they converged. 99 As subjective “experiences” of 
the object, art, science and philosophy had a similar dialectical structure. How¬ 
ever, as cognitive processes, each remained distinct. As he wrote elsewhere, 
“. . . most bitterly irreconcilable is that which is similar but which feeds on dif¬ 
ferent centers. . . .” 100 The cognitive value of art, which was by definition other 
than given reality, depended upon the adequacy of aesthetic form to the content 
or idea which it expressed; the value of science, which gazed at reality head-on, 
depended on the adequacy of the theoretical concepts used to describe its ob¬ 
jects. 101 Philosophy was “a third thing.” 102 Its task was to speak the truth, and 
it did so by the critical interpretation of both art and science, showing how their 
adequacy demonstrated the///adequacy of reality. 103 

Adorno believed that Benjamin allowed the tension between cognitive modes 
to collapse. This lay at tin- heart of their intellectual dispute during the thirties, 
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which is discussed in detail in the next chapters, and hence takes us ahead of our 
story. Here we may simply note that much of the problem was implicit in 
Benjamin’s choice of surrealism as a philosophical model. Surrealism fused sci¬ 
ence and art by eliminating what made them different (theory and concept in 
science, the logic of form in art), and Benjamin tried to fuse art with philosophy 
in much the same manner. Adorno wrote: 

It was Benjamin’s intention to renounce all open explanation and to allow 
the meanings to emerge solely through the shock-like montage of the mate¬ 
rial. Philosophy was not only to catch up with surrealism, but become sur¬ 
realistic itself. 104 

The result was that Benjamin’s work lost the critical negativity which for Adorno 
lent philosophical interpretation its value as truth, and lapsed back into that 
positive theology which his choice of surrealism as a model had been an attempt 
lo overcome. 

In the sense which Adorno criticized, surrealist aesthetics was actually less 
adequate than the early romanticism of Schlegel and Novalis, who insisted that 
(he truth content of art did not emerge until it was critically interpreted. Music 
as a model did not pose quite the same problem. Its modality was distinct from 
dial of the art image. 105 The latter condensed the material, whereas music un- 
lavclcd it. In the former, contradictory elements converged, superimposed on 
one plane, but music brought them to articulation by extrapolating them and 
extending them in time. 106 Moreover, while the art image existed ready-made, 
music had to be reproduced, translated from written text into sound, and this 
meant that it had to be thought through, interpreted in order to exist at all. 107 

'flic fact that the very existence of music necessitated its critical interpreta¬ 
tion, that in the performance or (nonmechanical) reproduction of music the two 
moments of creation and interpretation fell together, whereas the immediate 
appearance of the art image and its interpretation were separate and self-contained 
activities, made music intrinsically more analogous to Adorno’s conception of 
philosophy. He clearly found his own experience producing music to be proto¬ 
typical of cognitive experience in general. 108 The limitation of music as a model 
lay elsewhere, however. The medium of philosophy was language, and its practice 
was “language criticism.” 109 Like language, music was composed of “the temporal 
succession of articulated sounds that are more than mere sound”; and “the suc¬ 
cession of sound is related to logic: it can be right or wrong.” 110 But because 
musical “language” lacked concepts, its interpretive procedure was different: 
“Interpreting language means understanding language; interpreting music means 

making music.” 111 In the first case, conceptual analysis was crucial;in the second, 

112 

Imitation, or mimetic representation. 

Aesthetic models, whether music or art image, could not carry the whole 
weight of philosophical practice. Criticizing Benjamin’s overestimation of (he 
illuminative power of “dialectical images,” Adorno wrote in 1966: 
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In fact no philosophy, not even extreme empiricism, can drag the facta bruta 
by the hair and present them like cases in anatomy or experiments in physics; 
no philosophy can paste separate particulars into the text, as many paintings 
would falsely seduce it into believing. 113 

Aesthetics provided a corrective for the positivism and pseudo-scientific rational¬ 
ism which did violence to the object by consuming it within a reified conceptual 
schema. But philosophical interpretation could not get beyond immediate ap¬ 
pearances of reality without the theory and concepts developed by the sciences, 
by Marxian sociology and Freudian psychology specifically. Science and art, 
concept and image, analysis and expression — these formed the two poles of 
philosophical activity. Philosophy didn’t sublate their differences in a false 
synthesis. Rather, it existed within the tension between them and made that 
tension fruitful in order to speak the truth about the world. 






Chapter 9. The Adorno-Benjamin 

Debate 

Part 1: The Issues 


EMIGRATION 

In reviewing Adorno’s Kierkegaard book, Walter Benjamin wrote: 

. . . much is packed into a small space. Quite possibly the later books of 
the author will spring forth from this one. In any case it belongs to the 
class of those rare first works in which, out of the cocoon of criticism, a 
winged thought emerges. 1 

Benjamin was correct in sensing the seminal nature of the study. But his sugges¬ 
tion of an organic, unbroken literary development proved indefensibly op¬ 
timistic. Already the shattering experience of intellectual emigration had begun. 
The Kierkegaard book was published on January 30, 1933, the date Hitler 
took power. Benjamin’s review appeared in the Vossische Zeitung on April 2, one 
day after the boycott against Jews was announced. Benjamin himself was already 
on foreign soil, having emigrated to Paris in mid-March. The Frankfurt Institute 
for Social Research, which had been explicitly Marxist since its founding, was 
forced to close just after Horkheimer and the Institute staff had fled for safety 
to Geneva. 2 Adorno’s teaching position was not renewed for the summer semes¬ 
ter. He officially lost his venia legendi (permission to teach) on September 11, 
the date of his thirtieth birthday, not because of his dialectical materialist 
theory, 3 but because of his Jewish name. 4 In the spring of 1934 he emigrated 
to England. Adorno described the period in a revealing letter to Krenek: 

The events in Germany, which I followed for the most part in Berlin, 
Unter den Linden , struck me dumb at first and threw me back totally into 
my own affairs. . . . Then in Berlin I came in contact with the Vossische 
Zeitung through Gubler, 5 concerning whose strange fate you have surely 
heard more than I, who haven’t seen him since January. 1 wrote a great 
deal for the paper; by far the largest part did not appear, including some, 
in my opinion, really important tilings I had hopes of getting I he position 
of | music I critic, hut the death of Ihovpupcr took this hope away with 
13ft 
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it, 6 and I think it was fortunate, although I clung desperately to the possi¬ 
bility, as I was trying to stay in Germany at all costs [italics mine]. But 
then when it became totally impossible, and when one possibility after 
another was taken away from me, including the most unassuming — I 
wasn’t even allowed to give music lessons to “non-Aryans” — I decided to 
go nevertheless, and managed in the spring to get to London. 7 

Yet Adorno’s emigration can hardly be considered a flight. He was still free to 
travel and made frequent visits until 1938 to his family in Frankfurt and his 
future wife Gretel Karplus in Berlin. In the same letter he commented: 

. . . (incidentally, I would have been able to hold out perfectly well finan¬ 
cially in Germany, and also would have had no political objection [italics 
mine] ; except that every possibility for effectiveness would have been 
cut off from me, including that of [my music] being performed, and that 
was why I left; I spend my vacations at home or in the South [Italy]). 8 

Adorno’s lack of concern, his misreading of the potential dangers, and his 
poor judgment in desiring to remain in Germany under Hitler’s regime seem 
remarkable in retrospect. Certainly his circle of friends were less blind to the 
realities of the situation. Horkheimer had planned in advance for the extrication 
of the Institute staff and funds from Germany. 9 Clearly he advised that Adorno 
leave too, and promised financial support from the Institute’s journal. 10 Not 
only Benjamin but also Kracauer, Bloch, and Brecht left Berlin before April 
1933. 11 Benjamin wrote Scholem in March that it had become “scarcely possible 
to breathe the air” in Berlin. 12 Not only was it impossible to work, but the 
threat to life was already very real. Benjamin wrote to Scholem March 20, 1933: 

Without doubt there are numerous cases in which people have been hauled 
out of bed and beaten or murdered. Perhaps more important still, but 
more difficult to expose, is the fate of prisoners. The most horrible rumors 
are circulating about them. 13 

Why should Adorno have had no fears of remaining, and more, why “at all 
costs” should he want to? Youth and intellectual self-importance perhaps 
provide much of the answer. Having never identified with his father’s Judaic 
heritage or with any Marxist political organizations, he was preoccupied with 
his own intellectual career, concerning the potential brilliance of which he was 
never in serious doubt. Adorno saw himself as an artist and a philosopher, 
and still had dreams of success as a musical composer. 14 Not surprisingly, once 
he saw that emigration would be necessary, his first choice was to return lo 
Vienna. His letter to Krenek explained: 

I also want to tell you that I naturally made an effort to transfer my llahili 
ta/ion to Vienna; hut without success, because Mr. Gomperz 15 who handled 
I lie lliing in fact found in my Kierkegaard hook only the quotations in 
teresting, and dial il could no! be considered an above average uceom 
plishmenl and thus Vienna was dosed to me 16 
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In fairness to Adorno it must be noted that like so many of the leftists at this 
time who had opposed the Weimar Republic, he very much miscalculated the 
significance of the Nazi phenomenon. His tolerance was clearly based on a 
belief (hat Hiller’s regime would be short-lived. On April 21, 1934, he wrote 
Benjamin (who had himself sublet his Berlin apartment in hopes of returning 
after a year) that the situation “for non-Aryan authors (including myself)” 
in regard lo publishing required simply “the confirmation of the regular declara¬ 
tion” of national loyalty and that this could be “received without difficulty, 
although final confirmation could be postponed indefinitely.” 17 Nonetheless, 
editors would accept the temporary confirmation, and Adorno suggested that 
Benjamin say he had left Germany for economic rather than political reasons. 
He continued: 

The declaration of loyalty is fully unobjectionable — from our point of 
view, it has no more to it than the civil servant obligation toward this 
republic. I won’t hide from you the fact that I am beginning to question 
nonetheless whether the Nazi state will endure for all that long a time. 
. . . For although I am free from optimism, and expect for the future 
some kind of Rightist-anarchy and fulfillment of Bronnenist pipe dreams, 
if not simply military dictatorship or a kind of Dollfus regime, still the 
symptoms of disintegration [ Verfall ] are beginning to accumulate so that 
one no longer needs to ignore them out of fear that the wish is father of 
the thought. 18 

It is not clear just how and why Adorno went to Oxford. Horkheimer 
had connections at the London School of Economics. He sent Friedrich Pollock 
there in February 1934 to investigate establishing the Institute in England 
(before deciding on New York after his visit there in May), 19 and his contacts 
may have been helpful for Adorno. Positions at English universities were diffi¬ 
cult for German emigrants to obtain, and Adorno, who had no proficiency 
in the language 20 and little appreciation of the British intellectual tradition, 
had to return to the status of a student. His original plan was to work two 
years fora British Ph.D. But his proposed doctoral study, the dialectical criticism 
of Husserl whereby Adorno hoped to negate and transcend bourgeois idealism 
once and for all, was so ambitious an undertaking that he was still working on 
it four years later when he left to join Horkheimer and the Institute in the 
United States. 21 The refined academic atmosphere at Oxford satisfied Adorno’s 
cultural conceits, yet he seems to have remained largely isolated from the 
university community and had difficulty communicating his ideas to his col¬ 
leagues. He wrote to Krenek with some pride: 

Merton College here, the oldest and most exclusive at Oxford, has taken 
me in as a member and “advanced student” | orig. English | and I live 
here now in indescribable peace and under very pleasant exlernal working 
conditions; with regard to I he material, there are of course difficulties, 
as making my actual philosophical things comprehensible to (lie English 
counts among the impossibilities; and to a certain extent i have to screw 
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back my work to a child’s level in order to remain intelligible — which 
entails a fission in all my work between the academic and the real things, 
a situation for which I actually consider myself too old — but I have to 
simply take that and be happy that I am able to work undisturbed. . . . 22 

Although Sidney Webb lent his name in support of the Frankfurt Institute 
when it was forced to emigrate, 23 Adorno seems to have had no contact with 
him or others in the Fabian Society. He never joined the pacifist movements 
then so strong in English universities, and one searches his writings in vain 
for even a mention of the Spanish Civil War. His most important intellectual 
relationships remained the same; and again, his friendship with Benjamin was 
central. 

Their dialogue was not without strong disagreements. Adorno found himself 
in the paradoxical position of defending Benjaminian orthodoxy against Ben¬ 
jamin himself. The geographical separation caused by emigration clearly in¬ 
creased the possibility for differences to develop between them. Yet the fact 
that they were forced to communicate by letter has allowed that debate to 
be preserved, and their correspondence is one of the most significant docu¬ 
ments in the history of neo-Marxist literature. 


ORIGINS OF THE DEBATE 

In the late 1960s, when Adorno was the leading theoretician of the German 
New Left, his debate with Benjamin was viewed through the smoke of political 
battles then going on. More orthodox Marxists wrote to discredit Adorno by 
accusing him of having pressured a reluctant Benjamin to conform to the 
Frankfurt Institute’s “revisionist” position and, as editor of Benjamin’s works 
after his death, of suppressing the republication of his more openly Marxis! 
texts. 24 Although documentation of their debate is still not complete, 25 the most 
recently published material makes it clear that this interpretation is misleadingly 
one-sided. 26 

Previous chapters have dealt with Adorno’s theory analytically, dcnion- 
slrating its consistency through time by tracing its origins, and showing (he 
cxlcnt of Benjamin’s influence in shaping those origins. But in anticipation of 
protests against the central thesis that the points of identity in lheir thinking 
were decisive, the noni dentities, the theoretical divergences which surfaced 
repeatedly in their friendship during the thirties, require more systematic at¬ 
tention. A discussion of the Adorno-Benjamin debate will not necessitate aban¬ 
doning (he main thesis, but only demonstrate the dialectics of their friendship. 
Addressing this (heme means shifting from a synchronic frame to a diachronic 
one, which allows a continuation of the biographical account of Adorno begun 
in Chapter I. 

It will be recalled that when Adorno and Benjamin spoke together at 
Konigstoin in 1929, jbenjarnin was struggling to reconcile Ills early theological 
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1 liinking with his more recent, Marxist political orientation. 27 Both poles of 
his thought were intellectual reflections of personal relationships: on the one 
side, his lifelong friendship with Gershom Scholem, and on the other, his friend¬ 
ship with Bertolt Brecht, which was just beginning at the time of the Konigstein 
talks. Neither person appreciated manifestations of the opposing pole in Ben¬ 
jamin’s writings. Scholem recalled that “the theological element in Benjamin 
visibly upset Brecht,” 28 who wrote in his journal critically of Benjamin’s mysti¬ 
cism and persistent Judaism. 29 Scholem himself, a non-Marxist socialist, was 
uq advocator of dialectical materialism. He resisted Benjamin’s shift away 
from theology, doubting the possiblity of a real synthesis. Commenting on 
his friend’s essay on Karl Kraus (1931), 30 he claimed Benjamin was deceiving 
himself to think that the introduction of a few Marxist terms in fact trans¬ 
formed his observations into dialectical materialism. He warned Benjamin 
lesl he become, not the last, “but perhaps the most inexplicable sacrifice to 
I he confusion of religion and politics.” 31 

Unique among his friends, only Adorno really supported Benjamin’s efforts 
to incorporate both poles, 32 at least by 1929, when Benjamin had found in sur¬ 
realism an aesthetic model for his theological impulse which he now understood 
as “profane illumination.” 33 Adorno referred to such profane illumination as 
“negative,” or “inverse” theology, equating it with aesthetic experience. 34 

It is difficult to overestimate the intensity of Adorno’s commitment to 
Benjamin’s thinking at the time of their Konigstein talks. Benjamin, eleven 
years older, was satisfied that he had found a disciple in Adorno. More, he 
was ready to bequeath the task of developing the program to Adorno alone. 
One of the most surprising disclosures of Scholem’srecently published memoirs 
is Ilia! Benjamin’s suicide in 1940 was preceded by several earlier plans to take 
his own life. Perhaps the earliest of these was in the summer of 1931 when, 
with (he collapse of not only his thirteen-year marriage to Dora Poliak but 
also his relationship to Asja Lacis, which had been a cause of the divorce (a 
ill awn-out and painful procedure), Benjamin began a journal “from August 
17, 1931, until the day of death,” with the words “This diary promises not to 
he very long.” 35 Adorno had just presented his inaugural lecture containing 
lhen common philosophical program, an event which gave Benjamin no little 
satisfaction and made him feel that his work had found a successor. 36 The 
lollowing year, on his fortieth birthday, Benjamin again came to the edge of 
self-destruction. 37 He was discouraged with his own work, with its “victory 
in small things” but “defeat in the large ones,” 38 in particular the long-planned 
I'assagenarheH. 

Adorno, who was never as close personally to Benjamin as he was intellec¬ 
tually, 39 clearly was not aware of these attempts. Their correspondence was 
“not free from tensions,” 40 and Adorno at least was prepared for a continuing 
debate with his mentor. Very soon, the “whole ‘disputed complex’” became 
connected “with the figure of Brecht,” 41 who hud u growing fascination for 
IJenJumln 42 perhaps precisely because of tholrv-differcnces. For Brecht was as 
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commonsensical in his writings as Benjamin was esoteric. Benjamin spent more 
time with him than with either Adorno or Scholem during the thirties. 43 Yet 
it would be totally erroneous to interpret Benjamin’s closeness to Brecht as a 
rejection of his earlier ties (the mistake of anti-Adorno Marxists in the late 
1960s). 44 Scholem is accurate in his insistence on the continuity of Benjamin’s 
theological orientation throughout his life. Despite the Marxist “turning point” 
in 1929, Benjamin maintained a genuine theoretical interest in Scholem’s re¬ 
search, particularly into the mystical literature of the Kabbalah. 45 The difficulty 
was that, instead of really integrating the two poles of theology and Marxism, 
Benjamin’s writings tended to present them side by side — sometimes not in 
the same essay, but in essays upon which he worked simultaneously, each of 
which, as a self-contained work, appeared to stand clearly in one camp or the[ 
other. Benjamin was aware of this duality, and he often referred to the “Janus- 
face” of his theory. 46 His intellectual schizophrenia repeatedly exasperated 
Adorno, whose own notion of profane illumination was to extrapolate out of 
the extremes of theology and Marxism to the point where they could be shown 
to converge 47 rather than simply to present these two poles in unmediated 
juxtaposition. 

Increasingly during the thirties Adorno found himself in the middle of a 
tug-of-war between the two sides of Benjamin’s intellectual personality. On 
the one hand, he considered it his “task” to keep Benjamin’s “arm steady 
until the Brechtian sun once again sinks into exotic waters. . . .” 48 On the 
other, he resisted any manifestation of positive theology in Benjamin’s writings, 
considering the theological motif valid only in its inverted, secularized form 49 
During all of their disagreements Adorno’s persistent goal was to rescue Ben¬ 
jamin from what he considered the Scylla of Brechtian materialism on the 
one hand and the Charybdis of Judaic theology on the other. 


BENJAMIN'S JANUS-FACE 

In 1934 Benjamin completed an essay on Kafka, which he considered 
extremely important from a methodological standpoint. The problem of the 
essay, he wrote Scholem, was “indicated by the image of an arc: here I am 
dealing with the [two] ends simultaneously, namely the political and the mysti¬ 
cal.” 50 The essay challenged current interpretations of Kafka: “There are two 
ways to miss the point of Kafka’s works. One is to interpret them naturally, 
(he other is the supernatural interpretation.” 51 As opposed to either the “natu¬ 
ralist” (empirical) or “supernatural” (theological) interpretation, Benjamin’s 
argument moved dialedically belween these two. His method was to construct 
a series of dialectical images meant to “illuminate” what he called “cloudy” 
passages of Kalka’s texts, employing supernatural elements mystical, mythical, 
theological — to interpret the empirical level of Kafka’s texts, and employing 
“natural” elements * social and material - to interpret the supernatural levels. 
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This took the form of juxtaposing archaic elements with the most modern: 
Benjamin identified Kafka’s bourgeois, bureaucratic-legal officialdom with the 
Czarist Russian, historical figure of Potempkin, with the trials of Ulysses, with 
gandharvas from Indian mythology, and legends from the Talmud. At the 
same time he insisted that in the mythical passages in Kafka, in his allegories 
and animal stories for example, the “doctrine” which they interpreted was 
“in every case ... a question of how life and work are organized in human 
society.” 52 The hunchback, “prototype of distortion,” was an image of the 
dislorling effects of social organization; 53 Kafka’s animals were “receptacles 
of llie forgotten,” an image of man’s alienation from nature: “the most for¬ 
go! ten alien land is one’s own body. . . .” 54 Finally, instead of interpreting 
The Trial as a modern rendition of the Biblical Last Judgment, Benjamin read 
llie List Judgment as itself a metaphor for class revolution. 55 

Benjamin communicated with Scholem by letter while working on the 
Kafka piece, and he discussed it with Brecht during a three-month visit with 
him in Denmark (July-October 1934). Both his friends were admirers of Kafka, 
hu! for antithetical reasons. Scholem claimed Kafka’s writings were the “lin- 
guislic paraphrase of a divine judgment”; 56 Brecht called Kafka “the only 
IruIy bolshevik author.” 57 Not surprisingly, both were sharply critical of Ben¬ 
jamin’s essay: Scholem considered it not theological enough; 58 for Brecht’s 
tastes it was too much so. 59 Adorno, however, was most enthusiastic. He wrote 
lo Benjamin on December 17, comparing the Kafka piece with his own Kierke¬ 
gaard book: “Please don’t take it as presumptuous if I begin by saying that I 
was never so completely conscious of our central philosophical agreement as 
here.” 60 The complexity of Benjamin’s interpretation, the whole conception 
of affirming Kafka, like Schonberg an apolitical individualist, within the context 
of a dialectical and materialist interpretive framework and the esoteric language 
of (lie presentation which shunned Marxist jargon were clearly in harmony with 
Adorno’s own work. The theological motifs of the Kafka essay functioned in 
a secular way, as “inverse” theology — for example, Benjamin’s definition of 
prayer as “attentiveness to the objects,” to which Adorno referred, exclaiming, 
“I nughi know of nothing more important by you — also nothing that could 
give a more precise elucidation of your most inward motives.” 61 Nonetheless, 
he ah early began to have reservations about the surrealist-inspired way in which 
Benjamin juxtaposed the archaic with the most modern in constructing his 
dialectical images: “The relationship between Ur -history and modernity is not 
yet raised to u conceptual level. . . .” 62 Adorno missed a mediation between 
these two poles, and he mentioned Hegel in this connection as a more adequate 
model than Judaic theology 63 Adorno was quite right in noting that Ben- 
jumiii's interpretation of Kafka didn’t unfold, at least not in the Hegelian sense. 
An idea typical of Benjamin in the essay was the observation 

I hr wonI. 4L Mn|[iliiin|»” has a double meaning. A hud unfolds into a blossom, 

but the bool which one teaches children to make by folding paper unfolds 
Into o flat aheet of paper, 44 
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Benjamin’s images “unfolded” in this second sense, in which, he claimed, “it 
is the reader’s pleasure to smooth it out so that he has the meaning in the 
palm of his hand.” 65 But despite the vividness of the images produced, his 
juxtaposition of opposite extremes might as easily leave his readers with the 
feeling of clutching at air. 

Adorno suggested, in place of Benjamin’s attempt to “illuminate” the 
“cloudy” sections of Kafka’s texts, that these be more “thoroughly articulated” 
( durchartikulieren ) and “thoroughly dialectized” (. durchdialektisieren ), 66 
language evoking his own aesthetic model, the process of musical composition. 
He had just finished his article on Schonberg as the “dialectical composer” 
(which Benjamin had not seen), in which, it will be recalled, he argued that 
Schonberg’s method was dialectical not merely because it illuminated contradic¬ 
tions in the material, but because it developed them to the point of dialectical 
reversal. 67 But Benjamin, in line with surrealism, defined the dialectical image 
as “a flash of light”; 68 it corresponded to mystical revelation on the one hand, 
and to the distancing “gesture” of Brecht’s epic theater on the other. 69 The 
result was that instead of avoiding the extremes of positive theology or vulgar 
materialism, Benjamin’s dialectical images had a tendency to be guilty of both. 

This difficulty was not yet fully apparent in the Kafka essay, in part itself 
“clouded” by Benjamin’s esoteric presentation. That same year Benjamin 
delivered a lecture on the author as producer (“Der Autor als Produzent”) 
to the Paris Institute pour Tetude du fascisme. It was a Communist front or¬ 
ganization, 70 and Benjamin’s flattering reflections on Soviet authors were 
admittedly geared to his audience. Yet there is too much of Benjamin’s in¬ 
dividuality in the speech to judge it simply a piece of political opportunism. 
Benjamin argued that aesthetic validity was itself the criterion for political 
validity, that these of necessity converged, 71 and this was not out of line with 
his own evaluation of Kafka. But the lecture went farther, saying in language 
as simple as the Kafka essay was obscure that even if the original impetus for 
producing revolutionary literature lay in the relation between the author and 
his material rather than his conscious political intent (which was Adorno’s 
position), sooner or later, “the writers who matter ” \yould be led to “confirm 
very soberly their solidarity with the proletariat.” 72 Benjamin’s explanation 
of how the writer might best demonstrate this solidarity was modeled after 
Brecht’s epic theater: the writer needed to “refunction” the techniques of 
literary production from values of the bourgeois marketplace into “revolution¬ 
ary use value.” ? y In the process, the author would become less and less dis^- 
l ingnishablc from the technical expert. He would be “an engineer who sees 
his task in adopting [the literary production] apparatus to the ends of the 
proletarian revolution.” 74 

Bei yafnin had the good sense not to send this lecture, which showed only 
one side of his Janus-face, to either Scholem 75 or Adorno. Only Brecht received 
n copy when Benjamin visited him that summer. The following year Benjamin 
was commissioned to write u memorandum, (“exposf') on the Passagenarbeit 
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for the Institute, which was considering funding him to write it. It gave him 
the occasion to rethink the conception of the Passagenarbeit , which, he re¬ 
ported to Adorno, came suddenly to a new crystallization, 76 He feared that 
the study was only tangentially related to the major interests of the Institute, 
and he expressed hope to Adorno that the latter would be able to convince 
Hoikheimer to accept the Passagenarbeit project despite its literary rather 
than socioeconomic focus. 77 In fact, Horkheimer had an “unqualified positive 
reaction” to the expose. 1 * It was Adorno who was disturbed. Writing from 
Hornberg in the Black Forest where he and Gretel Karplus were vacationing, 
Adorno criticized Benjamin sharply. 79 Once again, he claimed that the simple 
juxtaposition of contradictory elements made the dialectical images merely 
reflect contradictions instead of developing them through critical argumenta- 

I ion 80 He sensed Brecht’s influence in the lack of “negative theology” in the 
new proposal, saying that whereas he himself endorsed sacrificing this impulse 
insofar as it was unable to capture the “social movement of contradiction,” 
here its absence made the presentation less dialectical and less materialist rather 
lh,an more so. 81 Adorno argued paradoxically that a restitution of the theolog¬ 
ical impulse would strengthen the Marxism of the conception: 

A restoration of theology, or better, a radicalization of the dialectic into 
the very glowing core of theology, would at the same time have to mean 
an utmost intensification of the social-dialectical, indeed economic, motifs. 82 

II is letter contained a long, detailed list of reservations, and Benjamin clearly 
fell rebuffed. He replied, through Gretel as mediator, insisting that he hadn’t 
strayed from their common program, that this plan for the Passagenarbeit 
and I he one with which Adorno was already familiar were not mutually ex¬ 
clusive, but the “thesis and antithesis of the work.” 83 They had a “polar rela- 
lionship,” the dialectical nature of which he had perhaps not yet been able to 
demonstrate convincingly: “Now I have both ends of the arc — but not yet the 
si i engi 1 1 lo bridge them.” 84 

—It had been Benjamin’s belief (expressed in a letter to Scholem several 
monlhs earlier) that his new plan for the Passagenarbeit granted concessions 
“lo no side”: “if I know anything about it at all then this, that no school will 
he in a hurry to lay claim to it.” 85 And in fact the plan described in the ex- 
posi did not put into practice the kind of Brechtian didactic program which 
he supported in his 1934 speech, “The Author as Producer.” It implicitly 
casl doubl on the correctness of totally subsuming art under use value, revolu- 
i lonaiy or otherwise, an aspect of the draft which Adorno was quick to praise. 86 
But l he 1935 Passagenarbeit conception did follow the line of “The Author 
ns Producer” on the crucial political point: Benjamin expressed solidarity with 
I he working class (and with the Communist Parly) by affirming 1 lie concept 
ol a collective revolutionary subject. Behind the whole question of whether 
Benjamin’s images were sufficiently “dialectical,” the renl issue by 1935 between 
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Adorno and Benjamin was a political one. The influence of Brecht was not so 
much to eliminate the theological components of Benjamin’s writing as to 
change their direction from critical negation to revolutionary affirmation. 
Benjamin didn’t abandon the Konigstein philosophical position for Brecht’s 
theory of epic theater. But Brecht (who supported the Party without actually 
becoming a member) had a decisive effect on Benjamin’s political position, one 
which did not remain external to Benjamin’s mode of presentation, and which 
was indeed pulling him away from Adorno. For the latter’s whole conception 
of dialectical materialism (precisely the point on which he split with Brecht in 
1932) was that the dialectical, materialist method could and in fact must be 
validated immanently, without depending on either the theory or the reality 
of a collective, revolutionary subject. 87 

In the 1935 expose Benjamin cited Michelet, “‘Every epoch dreams its 
successor,’” and wrote: 

The form of the new means of production, which at first is still dominated 
by the old (Marx), corresponds to images in the collective conscious in 
which the new is intermingled with the old. These images are wish-images 
( Wunschbilder ), and in them the collective seeks both to sublate ( aufzuhe - 
ben) and transfigure ( verklaren ) the incompleteness of the social product 
and also the inadequacies of the social order of production. . . . The [dream] 
experiences [of a classless society], stored in the collective unconscious 
and intermingling with the new, create those utopias which leave their 
trace in a thousand configurations of life, from permanent buildings to 
ephemeral fashions. 88 

Adorno attacked Benjamin heavily for this notion of a nineteenth-century 
collective subject with its dream of a utopian future — significantly, by trying 
to outflank his Marxism: “It should be clear and sufficient warning that in a 
dreaming collective no differences remain between classes.” 89 But Benjamin’s 
affirmation of a collective unconscious was a gesture of solidarity with the 
proletariat, not a regression to Jung (as Adorno charged). 90 Ironically, however, 
and here Adorno’s criticism was justified, this led him to a less critical presenta- 
I ion of the bourgeois era, skewing the dialectical balance away from the original 
conception of the Passagenarbeit , which was to show the nineteenth-century 
commodity world as an image not only of utopia but also of hell. 91 When 
Adorno wrote on nineteenth-century phenomena in, for example, his 1937- 
1938 series of essays on Richard Wagner, his dialectical hermeneutics demon- 
slraled how the promise of utopia in Wagner’s music reversed into ideology, 
and made I hat ideology in turn transparent as an image of social truth: in a 
constellation with I he present, Wagnerian music became legible as an anticipa- 
lion of fascism. 92 The Passagenarbeit expose promised a very different represen¬ 
tation, not a critical polemic, but a redemption of I he past, a religious motif, 
here ai (lie service of profane illumination. Benjamin wrote to Scholem: 
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The work presents the philosophical realization of surrealism — and thereby 
its sublation - as well as the attempt to portray the image of history in 
the most unpretentious fixations of life, its refuse as it were . 93 

Benjamin proposed in the expose that the Passagenarbeit provide a visual re¬ 
construction of past history in fragmentary details. They would shimmer before 
the reader like the flash thoughts of a memory, and the ghost that haunted 
their ruins in the present was the ghost of a failed revolution, the unfulfilled 
dream of a classless society. Here his hermeneutics moved toward a positive 
philosophy of history which hypostatized the progressive emergence within 
capitalist society of transcendent possibilities whose realization remained the 
unfinished task of the present. In this conception of history, which Adorno 
disparaged as “almost developmental,” 94 transient nature attested to history’s 
dynamics, instead of providing for its demystification. 

Both Adorno and Scholem were skeptical of Benjamin’s newly manifested 
“solidarity” with the proletariat because it went so deeply against the grain 
of his personality. Scholem remembered that three difficulties of being friends 
with Benjamin were his need for solitude, his dislike of talking about daily 
politics, and his secretiveness, which included keeping the people he knew 
(for example, Scholem, Adorno, and Brecht) separate from one another. 95 
Adorno described how little Benjamin fit into any group, recalling the latter’s 
admission in Berliner Kindheit that he would have been incapable of building 
a front with his own mother. 96 Yet, with Brecht the only one of the triumverate 
whom he saw during this period, the affirmative character of his political posi¬ 
tion intensified. 


POLITICS AND ART'S TECHNOLOGICAL 
REPRODUCTION 

—fn 1935 Benjamin completed an essay, “Das Kunstwerk im Zeitalter seiner 
l cell niseilen Reproduzierbarkeit” (The Artwork in the Age of Its Technological 
Reproducibility), which, he wrote to Horkheimer, “made a thrust in the direc¬ 
tion of a materialist theory of art.” 97 Horkheimer read the essay when he saw 
Benjamin in Paris at the end of the year, and he agreed to publish it in the 
Institute’s journal. 98 Benjamin was clearly excited about the piece, believing 
it won hi be an important theoretical contribution to the debate on Marxist 
aesthetics going on among artists and literary figures both inside and outside 
I lie Communist Parly in Europe during the thirties. 99 Furthermore, although 
its material was “totally unrelated” to the Passagenarbeit , the two works, he 
claimed, were “methodologically most intimately connected.” 100 Benjamin 
wrote to Adorno that his discussions with Horkheimer had been “friendly” 
and ‘Trullful/* und h ■ implied Adorno would react favorably to the piece. 101 
But ho deluyed sending u copy to Adorno lor several months, and the response 


The Adorno-Benjamin Debate: The Issues 


147 


when it came was critical. It is difficult to see how Benjamin could have ex¬ 
pected otherwise. The themes of the essay touched too closely to Adorno’s 
own work for the points of difference not to be abrasive. In fact, Adorno 
had already informed him of his “misgivings” in the formulation of the piece, 
having heard about it from Horkheimer. 102 

The original impulse of the aesthetic theory Benjamin outlined in the 
artwork essay was not foreign to Adorno’s thinking. Opposed to orthodox 
Marxist aesthetics which made reductionist analyses in terms of socioeconomic 
modes of production external to the artwork itself, Benjamin took Marx’s 
critical cognitive method and applied it within the art superstructure itself. 
In the opening section of the essay (which, against heavy protests from Ben¬ 
jamin, had to be omitted in the published version), 103 he described Marx’s 
method of criticizing the capitalist mode of production as going “back to the 
fundamental relations of capitalistic production and through his presentation 
showing] them in such a way that they revealed what one could expect of 
capitalism in the future.” 104 There was, he claimed, a parallel development 
in art, as a separate process necessitating its own analysis. Lagging half a century 
behind the transformation of the substructure, but “no less noticeable,” a 
dialectical transformation had occurred out of “the developmental tendencies 
of art under present conditions of production.” 105 Adorno, of course, did not 
disagree as to the separateness of art’s development, even if he tended to see 
superstructure phenomena as anticipating socioeconomic change rather than 
lagging behind it. But whereas he saw art’s transformation brought about by 
the dialectical praxis between the artist and the historically developed techniques 
of his trade, 106 Benjamin situated the dialectic solely within the objective 
forces of the superstructure, that is, within the mechanical technologies of 
art’s reproduction. 107 Furthermore, he judged their effects positively. He argued 
that the new technologies of audiovisual production — photography, sound 
recording, and film — had on their own accomplished the dialectical transfor¬ 
mation of art, in a way which led to its self-liquidation. Specifically, the pos¬ 
sibility of the artwork’s unlimited duplication robbed it of its “aura,” that 
very uniqueness which in Benjamin’s original philosophy had been the source 
of its cognitive value. 108 Now he claimed that the liquidation of art’s aura had 
a positive effect, and art had acquired a new use value: 

. . . for the first time in world history, mechanical reproduction emanci¬ 
pates the work of art from its parasitical dependency on ritual. . . . Instead 
of ritual, it begins to be based on another practice: politics. 109 

Benjamin argued that film, which was a synthesis of the revolutionary tech¬ 
nologies, was politically the most progressive new art form because it was the 
least am a tic: the camera man, the polar opposite of the magician, penetrated 
roulity like a surgeon . 110 Whereas the audience for painting or books was the 
individual for film it was the collective, and Benjamin affiirned its potential 
for “mobilising the musses ” 111 through the effects of shock and critical dis- 
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tuncing. Finally, he claimed the liquidation of art was prophetic, programmatic 
of the future, in that its collectivist production process transcended the division 
of labor between artist and technician, brainworker and handworker. 112 Ben¬ 
jamin used the term “negative theology” critically to describe the art pour 
l*art of the late bourgeois era, 113 which, he claimed, was not immune to being 
used for fascist purposes: 

Its self-alienation has reached such a degree that it can experience its own 
destruction as an aesthetic pleasure of the first order. This is the situation 
of politics which fascism is rendering aesthetic. Communism responds by 
politicizing art. 114 

Benjamin’s argument managed to tread on all ten of Adorno’s intellectual 
toes, and the shocked outcry in his letter of response was not surprising. 115 
11 was he who had worried that Benjamin was guilty of aestheticism, due to 
(he problems of surrealism as a model. 116 /Now, aping the official line of the 
Communist Party, Benjamin was claiming that the art pour Vart which Adorno 
had judged positively as an alternative to mass culture was the aesthetic parallel 
to fascism. It was bad enough that art’s disenchantment was supposed to occur 
aulomalically out of the revolutions in technological reproduction rather than 
llu ough the active efforts of the artist as subject negating the bourgeois forms: 

... it disregards an elementary experience which becomes more evident 
to me every day in my own musical experience — that precisely the utmost 
consistency in the pursuit of the technical laws of autonomous art changes 
this art, and instead of rendering it into a taboo or fetish, approximates 
it to the state of freedom, as something that can be produced and made 
consciously. 117 

Bui more, Benjamin explicitly ruled out the possibility that autonomous art 
could be progressive. Adorno rightfully considered this a betrayal of their 
earlier position: 

In . . . your earlier writings, the great continuity of which, it seems to 
me, your present essay dissolves, you differentiated the concept of the 
work of art as an image from the symbol of theology as well as from the 
taboo of magic. I find it questionable, then — and here I see a very sub- 
I)mated remnant of certain Brechtian motifs — that you now effortlessly 
transfer the concept of magical aura to the “autonomous work of art” 
and flatly assign to the latter a counter-revolutionary function. 118 

Where Benjamin brought autonomous art into a constellation with fascism, 
Adoino countered (hat lari pour Vart was “as much in need of redemption” 
in light of “the united front which exists against it and which to my knowledge 
extends from Brecht to the |protofascist | Youth Movement. . . .” 119 Adorno 
was stmtlcd by Benjamin’s uncritical affirmation of film, the medium of mass 
culture which had taken the place of traditional, “autonomous” art. Me warned 
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Benjamin against “romanticizing” the laughter of the proletariat in the movie 
house. Bringing Lenin to his defense, he called his friend’s politics “anarchistic” 
for its affirmation of the workers’ empirically existing consciousness. 120 Film, 
claimed Adorno, was highly auratic, whereas Schonberg’s music was not. 121 
As for film entertainment providing an image of the utopian future, Adornoi 
did not find the argument convincing, if “only for the simple reason that in;- 
the communist society, work will be so organized that the people will no longer 
be so tired and so stupefied as to need diversion.” 122 

Adorno was just finishing his essay on jazz (discussed in Chapter 6), which 
criticized jazz’s claim to be democratic and spontaneous as mere appearance. 
Benjamin’s analysis, suggested Adorno, should at least include this negative 
moment in all mass culture, and that meant the analysis needed to be more 
“thoroughly dialectized”: autonomous art and mass culture, as Schein (appear¬ 
ance), were simultaneously both ideology and truth: 

Both bear the scars of capitalism, both contain elements of change (natu¬ 
rally never and in no way the mid-point between Schonberg and the Amer¬ 
ican film). Both are torn halves of full freedom, to which however they do 
not add up. . . , 123 

When Benjamin saw Adorno’s jazz essay several months later, he wrote 
comparing it to his own artwork essay: “Would you be surprised if I told you 
that I am tremendously pleased by so deep and so spontaneous a communica¬ 
tion in our thinking?” 124 Adorno no doubt was surprised, as he had brought 
up the jazz critique as an illustration of his disagreements with the artwork 
essay. 125 Benjamin continued: “our studies are like two spotlights which are 
directed at the same object from opposite sides. . . .” 126 

Benjamin gave a later version of the artwork essay to Brecht in 1938. 127 
His critical response to it was ironic, in view of Adorno’s criticism of its “Brecht- 
ian” motifs. Brecht wrote in his journal: 

benjamin is here. ... he says: when you feel a gaze directed to you, even 
behind your back, you return it (!). the expectation that what you look 
at looks back at you, provides the aura, the latter is supposed to be in 
decay in recent times, together with the cultic. b[enjamin] discovered 
this through the analysis of film, where aura disintegrates because of the 
reproducibility of artworks, it is all mysticism mysticism, in a posture 
opposed to mysticism, it is in such a form that the materialistic concept 
of history is adopted! it is rather ghastly. 128 

Bui when Benjamin sent the essay to Gershom Scholem, the person who should 
have appreciated its “mysticism” criticized its Marxism instead. 129 Benjamin 
expressed disappointment and surprise that Scholem couldn’t find the terrain 
ol thought in which they were earlier both at home, blaming it on the French 
language ol the copy. 130 When they later discussed the essay in Paris in 1938, 
Benjamin defended himself against Scholem* s criticism by claiming, according 
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to Scholem, that in this essay, as always, his Marxism was “not of a dogmatic 
nature but a heuristic, experimental one.” 131 Scholem recalled him insisting 
that 


... the transferal of metaphysical, indeed theological trains of thought 
which he had developed in our years together profited precisely within a 
Marxist perspective, because there they could unfold with greater vitality, 
at least in present times, than in the one for which they were originally 
intended. 132 

But if Benjamin considered the Marxism of the piece only a heuristic device, 
this did not prevent him from sending the first German version to Moscow in 
early 1936 with the hopes of getting it published in the literary journal Das 
Wort 133 and writing: “From the standpoint of the materialist dialectic I foresee 
no objection to my method.” 134 

Despite the diversity of interpretations which the artwork essay evoked on 
a theoretical level, there was political coherence in Benjamin’s position. The 
essay was a gesture of solidarity, not first and foremost with his intellectual 
friends, but with the working class. Jit must be recalled that for Benjamin as for 
Adorno, truth was relative to the historical present. 135 This meant that Ben¬ 
jamin’s interpretation of the dialectical development of art was a construction 
of the past as it formed a constellation with existing conditions. In his words, 
the artwork essay was conceived “as an indication of the precise location in the 
present toward which my historical construction [the Passagenarbeit ] is drawn 
as toward its vanishing point.” 136 /The problem was that in the mid-thirties, 
Benjamin and Adorno had very different evaluations of the historical present. 
Specifically, Benjamin, like Brecht, continued to support the USSR as the 
leader of a world proletariat movement, while Adorno decidedly did not. 137 
Unlike Adorno and the Institute members, Benjamin was 

... for a long time prepared to endorse the politics of the Soviet Union; 
and here in a certain sense he went very far. Then the Moscow trials found 
him for the first time somewhat at a loss. 138 

The summary executions of Zinoviev and Kamenev, which occurred August 
24, 1935, shook Benjamin but did not change his affirmative evaluation of 
Soviet foreign policy, which still appeared to be anti-imperialist. As late as 
lime 24, 1 939, he wrote to Horkheimer that he saw the USSR “as agent of our 
interests in a future war,” 139 at which time it might be expected to lend revo¬ 
lutionary support to the German workers. Scarcely two months later, however, 
the signing of the Nazi-Soviet Non-Aggression Pact profoundly disillusioned 
Bein;iniiri. MO (’orresponding to this alteration in his sense of the historical 
-picscnt the theological motifs in Benjamin’s writing would once again become 
f dominant over the Marxist ones. 



Chapter 10. The Adorno-Benjamin 

Debate 

Part 2: Political Differences 


ADORNO JOINS THE INSTITUTE 

The political rift between Adorno and Benjamin was clear by 1935. While 
Benjamin’s expression of solidarity with the workers’ empirical consciousness 
reflected the time he was spending with Brecht, Adorno was being drawn more 
closely to Max Horkheimer, whose Institute had set up headquarters in exile in 
New York two years earlier. The Institute’s journal published Benjamin’s art¬ 
work essay in May 1936; but in the next issue there appeared a long essay by 
Horkheimer, “Egoismus und Freiheitsbewegung” (Egoism and the Development 
of Freedom) 1 which struck a receptive chord in Adorno for several reasons. While 
(he essay endorsed the emancipation of the masses from capitalist oppression 
(more explicitly, indeed, than any of Adorno’s writings), the fact that Horkheimer 
understood such oppression in psychological as well as economic terms made 
him strongly critical of mass culture, which he called the “entertainment indus- 
l ries” ( Vergnugiingsindustrien ), 2 because it gave the false, subjective appearance 
of overcoming alienation while leaving the objective, social reality of alienation 
inlact. He claimed that as a compensatory and illusionary gratification, mass 
ci 1 1 lure was a new form of bourgeois asceticism, and hence a continuation of the 
be I ray al of the true interests of the masses which had been going on since the 
dawn of the bourgeois era. Horkheimer’s point was to demonstrate that bour¬ 
geois asceticism had an ideological function, developing not only the psychological 
preconditions for the emergence of the capitalist class (as Max Weber had argued) 
bul also lliose necessary for the persistent submission of the masses to class ps 
domination. Moreover, whatever its bourgeois source, such asceticism had not 
I>een overcome by Stalin’s Russia. As prototype for the authoritarian character 
ol (lie present working class (which had been the focus of the Institute’s first 
empirical research project) 3 Horkheimer (raced in (he essay the structural rela¬ 
tionship between leaders and led in Cases of demagogy from Savonarola and 
Luther to Robespierre, analyzing the repression on which it was based and (lie 
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resulting spiritualization — even more so in the “secular” bourgeois era — of the 
mass’s desire for real social change: 

Bourgeois leaders attempt to idealize and spiritualize the crude desires for a 
better life, for the abolition of property differences, and for the introduc¬ 
tion of a true community which was espoused by popular religious leaders 
and theological Utopians of those [prebourgeois] centuries 4 

Horkheimer, influenced by Freud, defined social utopia in terms of that material, 
sensual, individual happiness which bourgeois asceticism repressed, and he in¬ 
cluded as a component of that asceticism the hostility to art and to creative 
intellectual activity which had developed concomitant to the rationalization of 
society. 5 On all these points, in particular his critical attitude toward the liquida- 
tiorTof art by mass culture and the replacement of the active, questioning individ¬ 
ual by mass man, Horkheimer supported Adorno’s position in the latter’s debate 
with Benjamin. 

In June 1937, Adorno made his first trip to the United States. He wrote to 
Benjamin enthusiastically about his reception, implying that he was somewhat 
surprised by the compatibility between the thinking of the Institute’s inner 
circle (in particular Leo Lowenthal and Herbert Marcuse) 6 and what he still re¬ 
ferred to as his and Benjamin’s common philosophical program. 7 The enthusiasm 
was reciprocated on the part of Horkheimer who had written “jubilantly” to 
Lowenthal the year before that Adorno finally “really belongs to us.” 8 Yet 
even in 1937 such a statement was premature. Adorno was still reluctant to leave 
Europe to become a resident member of the Institute in New York, and one 
reason was his desire to remain in contact with Benjamin and in fact work more 
closely with him. In October 1936 Adorno visited Benjamin in Paris on a trip 
financed by the Institute. Benjamin wrote to Horkheimer in thanks: 

Our exchange of views, which had in fact been delayed for years, made 
possible the recognition of a communality in regard to the most significant 
theoretical intentions, which was very gratifying, indeed life-giving. This 
accord, in view of our long separation, had on occasion an almost marvelous 
quality. 9 


They had the chance to discuss Adorno’s long study of Husserl, which attempted 
(h rough immanent criticism to transcend idealism and which illustrated the impli¬ 
cations of Schonbcrg’s music as a cognitive model, as opposed to surrealist art. 
They discussed Benjamin’s artwork essay, Adorno’s jazz essay, the 1935 Pas¬ 
sage/u/rbeif expose and Adorno’s criticism of it. 10 Bearing witness to the extent 
of (heir intellectual reconciliation, Adorno wrote Benjamin in November con¬ 
cerning I he possibility of his permanent resettlement in Paris. 11 Even after his 
1937 tiip (o the United Slates he wrote to Benjamin that he planned to delay 
moving to New York for another two years. 12 Meanwhile, Horkheimer showed 
himself most receptive to Benjamin’s work. He visited Benjamin in Paris that 
year, and later wrote to Adorno that Benjamin was really “closest to us/’ 13 and 
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Benjamin wrote to Horkheimer August 10, 1937, that he had read the latter’s 
essay describing the Institute’s theoretical position, the seminal article “Tradi¬ 
tional and Critical Theory,” 14 

... as you can imagine with total agreement. The way in which you char¬ 
acterize the atmosphere in which our work proceeds and the causes which 
you give for its isolation strike me particularly . 15 

For whatever reasons, whether Horkheimer was wooing Adorno through Ben¬ 
jamin or whether Benjamin was wooing Horkheimer because of financial concern, 
they were both exaggerating. While it is true that Horkheimer genuinely appreci¬ 
ated Benjamin’s work and was most consistent in providing at least a minimum 
of financial support to Benjamin throughout the years of his emigration, even 
when he took issue with the content of Benjamin’s work, 16 as intellectual per¬ 
sonalities they were quite far apart, and Scholem’s observation was surely accurate: 

My distinctive impression was that he [Horkheimer] — and that means his 
Institute — recognized Benjamin’s intellectual potency, but were totally 
incapable of producing any real relationship with [Benjamin] himself. And 
still, many years later, years after Benjamin’s death, the several times I met 
Horkheimer only strengthened this impression . 17 

Benjamin on his part felt a “deep sympathy” for the theoretical direction of the 
Institute, 18 but despite the flattering tone of his letters, Horkheimer’s essays do 
not seem to have been significant in his own intellectual development. 19 

In September 1937 Adorno married Gretel Karplus, whom he had known 
for years and who had been a close friend of Benjamin during the Berlin days of 
I lie early thirties. Despite their original plan to stay in Europe for at least two 
years, quite suddenly in November Adorno informed Benjamin that they were 
moving to New York right away. 20 Horkheimer had telegraphed Adorno that 
l here was an opening for him as music director of the Princeton Radio Research 
Project headed by Paul Lazarsfeld, and Adorno made the decision to take it. 21 
Bui before leaving for the United States, at the turn of the year 1937-1938, 
Adorno and Gretel were with Benjamin in San Remo for what they were not 
Mien aware would be their last time together. The mood was congenial. Adorno 
read lo Benjamin the study of Wagner on which he was working, which inter¬ 
preted Wagner critically as a prefiguration of Nazism. Because the essay attacked 
“serious” music rather than popular culture, it did not entangle them in a quarrel 
on Mie political issue. And although the analysis was polemical, lacking Benjamin’s 
impulse for rescuing and thereby redeeming nineteenth-century phenomena, 22 
iillliougli il borrowed from Horkheimer’s theoretical elaboration of bourgeois 
litis!helieism whereby (he repression of sensual happiness converged with the 
iexpression of class consciousness, there was much in (he essay with which 
Bcnjmnin could closely identify. Specifically, he could appreciate Adorno’s 
ability to make social reality visible within the phenomena themselves, as Ben 
Jiimln wrote to llurkheimer, to make “musical fuels, which could not be more 
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remote from anyone than myself, . . . socially transparent”; 23 and Benjamin 
found “one tendency in this work particularly interesting: establishing the 
physiognomic immediately in the social sphere, almost without psychological 
mediation.” 24 yThis one tendency, to which Benjamin here referred as social 
“physiognomies,” 25 was of course the methodological stress on “immanent” 
interpretation, educing directly out of a constellation of the smallest, surface 
details of cultural phenomena an image of the social whole. It distinguished 
Adorno’s and Benjamin’s approach most markedly from that of Horkheimer 
and his Institute with their Hegelian stress on mediation, whereby the phenom¬ 
ena were related analytically to a Freudo-Marxist theoretical frame. 26 

However, after Adorno arrived in New York in February, he was not immune 
to Horkheimer’s influence. He reread Hegel, in preparation for a collaborative 
study with Horkheimer on “the new, open form of the dialectic.” 27 He wrote to 
Benjamin that summer, 1938, from Bar Harbor, Maine: “I busy myself with a 
renewed study of Hegel’s Logic , a truly remarkable work that presently speaks 
to me in all its parts.” 28 Still, Adorno did not abandon his earlier method. He 
was also working on an essay which reflected his experiences at the Princeton 
Radio Research Project, and which was published later that year in the Institute’s 
journal with the title “Uber den Fetischcharakter in derMusikund die Regression 
dcs Horens” (On the Fetish Character of Music and the Regression of Hearing). 29 
I le said later that the piece reflected an advance over the jazz essay because of its 
greater “consideration of institutional and social mechanisms.” 30 Yet one 
searches in vain for a real change in Adorno’s methodology. There was greater 
use of the theoretical categories developed by the Institute in its analysis of 
fascism; for example, instead of the aesthetic representation of the “jazz figure,” 
he made use of the theoretically grounded “sado-masochist character” as the 
interpretive key to the anthropology of mass culture. But the essay still bore 
the hallmarks of Adorno’s immanent criticism. In an argument that moved 
through a complex of dialectical reversals, Adorno made the characteristics of 
fetishism, reif ication, and exchange visible “inside” the phenomenon of listening 
to music. 31 The essay was closely related to Benjamin’s artwork essay as if con¬ 
ceived as its dialectical counterpart. It affirmed the thesis that art had been 
liquidated, but disagreed as to the source and implications of this change .j Adorno 
claimed that “serious” and popular music converged not simply because of the 
revolutions of technological reproduction, but because of the transformation in 
the relationship between the audience as subject and the music as object, which 
determined the form of the new technologies as well as being determined by 
them. The liquidation of art had its correlate in the “liquidation of the individ¬ 
ual” who could have experienced that art; hence (and here was a Hegelian nega- 
lioti of Benjamin) Adorno claimed that the “positive,” that is, technological 
progress in the mass production of music, was in fact “negative,” the develop¬ 
ment of regression in listening: the mass audience, instead of experiencing music, 
consumed it as a letishized object, the value ol which was detenrtined by ex¬ 
change, 32 Adorno concluded: 
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Music is not spared the liquidation by collective forces of that individuality 
which is irredeemable; but only individuals are capable of consciously repre¬ 
senting, in opposition to those forces, the real interests of collectivity. 33 

In sum, the essay indicated that the Institute, rather than changing Adorno’s ori¬ 
entation, was giving him a more solid theoretical and logical ground to continue 
defending his Benjaminian method against tendencies in Benjamin himself. 


THE FIRST BAUDELAIRE ESSAY: EXTINCTION 
OF THE COGNITIVE SUBJECT 

The harmonious atmosphere during Adorno’s last visit with Benjamin in San 
Remo had given cause for optimism that the really divisive disputes were behind 
them, and Adorno was most anxious for Benjamin to come to New York. But 
the Passagenarbeit , which in 1938 again preoccupied Benjamin, necessitated de¬ 
tailed historical research which could only be done in Paris. 34 As the next step, 
Benjamin was preparing an essay on Baudelaire, commissioned by the Institute, 
which would be a “miniature model” for the whole. 35 Yet his research was not 
the only reason for his reluctance to come to New York. Scholem visited Ben¬ 
jamin in Paris in.February 1938, and recalled him saying that despite his deep 
sympathies with the Institute, “there were reservations and potential points of 
conflict which had several times made themselves evident.” 36 He noted that 
Benjamin spoke of these points of conflict with “a strong tone of continuous 
criticism, indeed bitterness which in no way corresponded to the reconciliatory 
attitude of his letters to Horkheimer”; 37 at the same time, the Institute’s finan¬ 
cial support of th q Passagenarbeit was crucial. 

If Adorno assumed correctly in San Remo that Benjamin’s intellectual schizo¬ 
phrenia had reached a dialectical balance compatible with his own, then that 
balance was a delicate one. In trying to draw Benjamin to New York, Adorno 
was lugging not only against Paris ties, but against the old ones that still pulled 
in the contradictory directions.of Denmark and Palestine. After a decade of al- 
Icmately planning and postponing a move to Palestine, Benjamin again broached 
l lie possibility with Scholem. During the latter’s February visitin 1938, Benjamin 
Npoke of breaking relations with the Institute and going to Palestine to work on 
Kafka again if Scholem could get his good friend and publisher Salman Schocken 
to 1 1 nance (he study for two years. 38 Yet Scholem was not sure of where Ben- 
lumiu’s llieorclical loyalties really lay. Benjamin wrote that during his visit, the 

long due philosophical confrontations proceeded in good form. If I am 
nol mistaken, they gave him a picture of me as a man who has made himself 
at home between the jaws of a crocodile which he holds apart with iron 
Nil utfi. 39 

When Scholem relumed to Paris that summer (after a lecture trip to tlic United 
Si a las), plans lo see Benjamin again were disappointed, us i lie latter had gone to 
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visit Brecht in Denmark and work there on the Baudelaire essay. But by then, 
Benjamin also had reservations about his relationship with Brecht: 

Despite my great friendship with Brecht, I must take care to carry out my 
work in strict solitude. It contains certain specific moments which for him 
are unassimilatable. He has been friends with me long enough to know that 
and is insightful enough to respect it. 40 

Yet the mere fact that Benjamin was in Denmark to write the Baudelaire 
essay (increasingly overdue) was enough to make Adorno nervous. Gretel Adorno 
sent Benjamin a plea for the speedy conclusion of the piece, 41 and when Ben¬ 
jamin finally telegraphed September 6 that the manuscript was on its way, she 
wrote again to encourage him to come to New York 42 She, Adorno, and Hork- 
heimer all assured Benjamin that the Institute anticipated the arrival of the 
manuscript with great excitement. But for a month after they received it he 
heard nothing. Finally on November 10 Adorno wrote a letter that made clear 
the reason for their silence. They were frankly disappointed. Adorno reported 
that he had “literally gobbled up” the manuscript when it arrived, expecting it 
to represent the grand Passagenarbeit in microcosm. 43 Instead he found only a 
prelude: “Motifs are gathered together but not developed.” 44 Adorno realized 
it was not accidental or due to lack of time: “As a true connoisseur of your 
writings I know very well that your oeuvre does not lack precedents for your 
procedural method.” 45 Specifically, the method was surrealist in a way that 
Adorno had already criticized in regard to the 1935 Passagenarbeit exposed 6 
Instead of reconstructing social reality through an immanent, dialectical analysis 
of Baudelaire’s poetic images, Benjamin juxtaposed images from the poet with 
data particles from objective history in a visual montage, adding the barest 
minimum of commentary, like captions under pictures. “Redeeming” documen¬ 
tary fragments from the past, Benjamin illuminated their meaning through direct 
reference to the class structure of nineteenth-century society. Those fragments 
were the minute facts of social history: a worker who hung himself in Eugene 
Sue’s apartment, the origins of mandatory street numbers in Paris addresses, the 
funereal blacks and grays of bourgeois fashions. The expose made immediate 
associative connections between superstructure and substructure (Baudelaire’s 
image of the drunken ragpicker and Marx’s comments on the urban wine tax; 
(lie Lesbian as Baudelaire’s heroine and the masculinization of women through 
factory work; the literary image of the crowd and the proletariat as revolutionary 
class), and this was supposed to be sufficient to spark dialectical, materialist 
revelation. Once again, Benjamin was trying to “bridge both ends of the arc” 
between (he poles of theology and materialism. 47 Once again, Adorno accused 
him of falling back into both: 

I regard it as methodologically unfortunate to give particular manifest fea¬ 
tures from the realm of the superstructure a "materialist” turn by relating 
them immediately and indeed practically causally to corresponding features 
of the subairueture.,, . One might express it this way: the theological motif 
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of calling things by their names has a tendency to reverse into the astonished 
presentation of simple facts. If one wished to speak very drastically, one 
could say that the study has settled at the crossroads of magic and positivism. 
That spot is bewitched. Only theory could break the spell — your own 
determined, good, speculative theory . 48 

Without “theory,” that is, without the mediation of conceptual, critical reflec¬ 
tion, theology degenerated into “magic,” and Marxism into “positivism.” Both, 
by positing the absolute priority of the given phenomena, were a lapse into that 
prima philosophia which Adorno and Benjamin had renounced in the Konigstein 
program of 1929. It seemed to Adorno that Benjamin employed statements 
partisan to the proletariat as a substitute for the real philosophical task of in¬ 
terpreting the truth of the phenomena, and on this point he clearly lost his 
patience: 

There is in God’s name only the one truth. . . . Ultimately there is more of 
that one truth in Nietzsche’s Geneology of Morals than in Bukharin’s ABC . 49 

Adorno was calling once more for Benjamin to return to Benjaminian orthodoxy 
as Adorno understood it, 50 only this time with the weight of the Institute be¬ 
hind him: 

I speak not only for my own incompetent self but equally for Horkheimer 
and the others when I tell you that we are all convinced it is not only ad¬ 
vantageous to “your” production . . . but that it is also most beneficial to 
the cause of dialectical materialism and the theoretical interests represented 
by the Institute if you give in to your special insights and conclusions with¬ 
out obstructing them with ingredients which it obviously makes you so un¬ 
easy to swallow that I cannot really regard them as a blessing . 51 

Benjamin was stung by Adorno’s criticism, although he might have expected 
it, given the history of their disputes. He responded a month later, writing Adorno 
that the letter “dealt me a blow.” 52 Although he was “far from considering [the 
criticism] unfruitful, much less incomprehensible,” 53 he felt Adorno had mis¬ 
takenly equated the lack of an esoteric and elaborately dialectical commentary 
with a lack of any theoretical interpretation whatsoever. In the first place, the 
piece was only a fragment of what he hoped to develop as a full book on Baudelaire. 
But even so, Benjamin insisted, he was still pursuing their common program of 
dialectical, materialist exegesis. He admitted: 

It is true that the indifference between magic and positivism, as you so per- 
linently formulate it, needs to be liquidated. In other words: dialectical 
materialists need to sublate \aufzuheben \ the philological interpretation of 
I he authors | quoted in (he essay I in a Hegelian manner . 54 

But he claimed that the “astonished presentation” of the textual data was not 
antithetical to this, citing Adorno’s own statement in his Kierkegaard study that 
“astonishment . . . registers 'the deepest insight into the relationship between 
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dialectic, myth and image.’ ” 55 At the same time, he continued, the fact that 
quotations from the past evoked astonishment in readers of the present was it¬ 
self the source of insight. 56 Dialectical, materialist revelation did not arise from 
the philological moment alone, which as the “inspection of a text which ad¬ 
vances by detail” was static, “magically fixating the reader,” but out of the 
construction of the details as they made a constellation with the present. 57 

s—Benjamin’s theoretical justification had all the dialectical subtlety which to 
Adorno appeared to be lacking in the essay itself. Yet although he could still 
justify his position in the esoteric Trauerspiel vocabulary of the original Konigstein 
program, Benjamin had indeed removed that esotericism from the presentation, 
and, as was the case with previous essays, his motive was political. He conceded 
that it might be objectively necessary due to the historical reality which one ex¬ 
perienced to “swallow ingredients,” in Adorno’s words, which went against one’s 
private intellectual disposition. But such ingredients, like a bitter pill, were not 
against his own true interests. Benjamin’s letter recalled their discussions in San 
Remo earlier that year (and made it clear that at that time they had both seen 
the Institute’s position as more traditionally Marxist and less innovative than 
their own original program): 58 

If I there refused to adopt an esoteric intellectual development just for the 
sake of my own productive interests, [if I refused] to treat as unimportant 
the interests of dialectical materialism and of the Institute, then not only 
solidarity with the Institute or mere faithfulness to dialectical materialism 
was involved, but rather solidarity with the experiences, which we all have 
made, of the last fifteen years. Thus, here as well, it concerns the productive 
interests most my own; I won’t deny that they may occasionally do violence 
to my original [interests] , 59 

Benjamin admitted that Adorno’s letter had saddened him, adding, not without 
sarcasm perhaps, that he found it “somewhat” encouraging “that your objec¬ 
tions, no matter how solidly in agreement the [Institute] friends may be, are not 
to be taken as a rejection.” 60 Yet those objections did mean that the Institute 
expected Benjamin to rewrite the piece, and he had little choice but to acquiesce. 
Here Adorno’s behavior is open to criticism — not for overestimating the the¬ 
oretical difficulties of the Baudelaire essay (for they were real), 61 but for under- 
cslimating the personal difficulties of his friend. It was fall 1938, the time of the 
Czechoslovakia crisis. Benjamin wrote to Pollock in August that “the danger of 
war appears very great.” 62 He mailed the manuscript to Horkheimer only days 
before Chamberlain and Daladier capitulated to Hitler at Munich, writing to 
Adorno October 4 that finishing the essay “was a race against the war,” condi- 
lions in Paris were stilling, and he was making plans to gel his books out of the 
cily. 63 Adorno’s long, critical letter of November 10 made no reference In Ihese 
historical events. Benjamin voiced his despondency concerning them, in his next 
letter: 

For one thing it is the situation of (lie lows in Germany, from which none 
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of us can insulate ourselves* In addition there is the serious illness of my 
sister, who was found to be suffering from hereditary arteriosclerosis at the 
age of 37. She is practically immobile and thus unable to work (although at 
present she probably still has modest means). The prognosis is almost hope¬ 
less. Apart from all this, it is not always possible to be here without oppressive 
anxiety. Understandably, I am making every effort to accomplish my natu¬ 
ralization. Unfortunately the necessary demarches cost not only much time, 
but some money as well. 64 

Benjamin was worried (although unnecessarily) that the Institute might cut off 
its funding of him in Paris. The possibility of going to Palestine and being fi¬ 
nanced by Schocken to write a book on Kafka had not materialized. 65 Benjamin 
wrote to Scholem that the winter of 1938-1939 was “a period of protracted 
depression,” and not the least of reasons was Adorno’s “minutely grounded re¬ 
jection” of the Baudelaire piece, which he was now revising with a feeling of 
“alienation from the present subject of my work” and a sense of intellectual 
isolation. 66 

Adorno, for his part, continued to encourage Benjamin’s work on the Baude¬ 
laire revision, sending another letter of detailed commentary. 67 He was also not 
insensitive to Benjamin’s financial needs, and Gretel wrote him May 5: 

Teddie and I will do everything we can for you (it also depresses us that we 
unfortunately are no longer financially solvent enough to simply do it 
privately), and Max also knows the situation. Your work simply cannot 
be allowed to be disturbed by it as well. 68 

Ultimately, with the continued support of the Institute, Benjamin finished the 
new Baudelaire essay in July. 69 Shortly after sending the manuscript to New 
York, he wrote to a friend of Brecht: “My Baudelaire chapter is completed and 
I now await the thunderclouds that this text will gather over my head.” 70 


1 HE SECOND BAUDELAIRE ESSAY: 

EXTINCTION OF THE 
HISTORICAL SUBJECT 

When it came, the thunder was applause, Gretel wrote in English: “I am 
lully enthusiastic about the new version of your Baudelaire”; 71 Adorno con- 
cmicd: “my enthusiasm about the Baudelaire increases steadily* * . / >72 This 
was rmt surprising, for in fact Benjamin had heeded Adorno’s earlier criticisms. 
In diis version the interpretive monienl was fused with the philosophical one 
In a way thal paralleled Adorno’s work on Husserl* Benjamin’s critical analysis 
of the poet’s images illuminated them us an expression of the altered relation- 
nil Ip between subject and object in the nineteenth century, and hence as an 
unintentional expression of social truth. Specifically, he brought the nineteenth 
century literary theme of the crowd to conceptual clarification demonstrating 
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how it revealed the disintegration of the capacity for experience (that is, in a 
philosophical sense, the capacity for subjective knowledge of objective reality). 
In the essay the concepts of alienation and reification were presented in the 
most visual, concrete terms within a historical, materialist theory of the trans¬ 
formation in perception characterizing urban existence. Benjamin argued that 
Baudelaire’s writing represented “a change in the structure of experience,” 72 
manifested in the experience of the crowd, where reality was perceived by the 
senses in a series of shock-like collisions. In the crowd, tactile sensations became 
discontinuous, like striking a match, switching on a machine, or snapping a 
photograph. 73 In the crowd, visual images were as fragmented and as sense¬ 
lessly juxtaposed as articles in a newspaper. Accompanying this disruption of 
spatial continuity was a transformation in the experience of time. Time lost 
(he “aura” it has possessed as a calendar of rituals, and became empty: 

The man who loses his capacity for experiencing feels himself set outside 
the calendar. The big-city dweller learns to know this feeling on Sundays; 
Baudelaire has it avant la lettre in one of the Spleen poems. 75 

The city transformed sexuality: “The rapture of the urban resident is love not at 
first sight, but at last sight.” 76 The excitement was not eros, but “the kind of 
sexual shock that can overcome a lonely person.” 77 

As a defense against shock, the urban individual insulated himself by sealing 
himself off. He simply endured the colliding stimuli rather than respond to them, 
so (hat mere existence ( Erlebnis ) replaced active, reflective experience ( Erfah - 
nmg, in the Kantian sense of the unity of perception). Benjamin linked this 
structural transformation with the transformation in the conditions of labor 
from that of the craftsman, whose work was a learning experience, to the dis¬ 
join led, repetitive motions of the assembly-line worker: “The shock-existence 
\Chockerlebnis ] which the passer-by has in the crowd corresponds to the 
‘existence’ of the worker at the machine.” 78 Baudelaire himself did not make the 
connection. Benjamin “deciphered” it, making use of the mediating figure of the 
gambler which appeared in Baudelaire’s works, and illuminating the configura¬ 
tion in which the extremes of factory work and gambling converged: 

The jolt in the movement of a machine is like the so-called coup in a game 
of chance. The hand motion [Handgriff] of the worker at the machine has 
no connection to the preceding motion, precisely because it represents its 
exact repetition. Since each motion at the machine is just as sealed off from 
I lie preceding one as a coup in a game of chance is from the one that pre¬ 
ceded il, the drudgery of the laborer is, in its own way, a counterweight to 
I lie drudgery of the gambler. Both kinds of activities are equally devoid of 
con l c n 1. 79 

Benjamin argued lhal no! only lime losl its aura but also perceived objects, 
including Giber human beings; 80 and significantly, while lie had judged lire loss 
of aura positively in his artwork essay (against Adorno’s protests), here he 
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described it critically as a symptom of the disintegration of the capacity for ex¬ 
perience. |Rather than affirming the empirical consciousness of the worker, he 
was presenting an image of the historical “origin” of that consciousness and an 
explanation of why it was necessarily false: If the proletariat could not experi¬ 
ence reality, if it could not interpret the social truth that reality contained, 
then it could not become aware of its own objective position. Benjamin main¬ 
tained that Baudelaire provided an insight into “what is actually meant by the 
masses. One cannot speak of them in terms of a class or a structured collectivity., 
They are nothing other than the amorphous crowd of passers-by, the man on. 
the street [,Strassenpublikum ] .” 81 Urban existence thus worked against the de¬ 
velopment of class consciousness. 

Benjamin’s analysis of the changes in visual and tactile perception was really 
an extension of Adorno’s theory of the regressive change in aural perception, 
which he had developed in his article on the fetish character of music. It marked 
an abandonment of Benjamin’s earlier insistence (in the artwork essay) that the 
revolution in optic perception was progressive. Benjamin no longer saw the 
technological developments of camera and film as a self-contained, purely ob¬ 
jective process, but described them as already anticipated by the disintegration 
inherent in urban experience: photography registered the auraless optic sensa¬ 
tion of the crowd, while in film, “perception in the form of shock is raised to a 
formal principle.” 82 It should be noted that there was no lack of esotericism in 
Benjamin’s presentation. Theological motifs became visible in profane, “inverse” 
form to any connoisseur of Benjamin’s writings. 83 Finally, because the experience 
of urban industrialization was not limited to capitalism, the critical implications 
of Benjamin’s analysis in no way made an exception for the USSR. 

There is no doubt that this second version of the Baudelaire essay contained 
changes which reconciled it successfully with Adorno’s own position. In fact 
their production hadn’t been so close since Adorno first articulated their com¬ 
mon philosophical program in 1931. Adorno wrote to Benjamin: 

I believe it is no exaggeration to describe this work as the most consummate 
that you have published since the Baroque book [Ursprung des deutschen 
Trauerspiels ] and the [Karl] Kraus [essay, 193 1 ]. If at one time I had a bad 
conscience because of my nagging insistence, then this bad conscience has 
been transformed into nothing but pride, and for that you yourself are guilty 
— so dialectical indeed is our production. 84 

i t must be conceded that this second version of the Baudelaire essay was more 
“dialectical” and “materialist” thanthe earlier one — in fact it was more “Marxist” 
in that it was more in line with the epistemological model provided by Marx’s 
famous interpretation of commodities in the opening pages of Capital* 5 What 
Benjamin had omitted, of course, was the political gesture of solidarity with the 
working class and the theoretical repercussions of that gesture. Just how much 
the omission of this Brechtian stand was motivated by a desire to placate Adorno 
and the Institute is a question the available documents do not answer. However, 
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more incriminating that Adorno’s “nagging insistence” on theoretical questions 
was the continued overimportance he attached to those questions in view of the 
constellation of objective historical conditions which hovered over Benjamin 
and threatened his very existence. Benjamin completed the second Baudelaire 
version in late July. In August the Nazi-Soviet Non-Aggression Pact was signed. 
The event shocked Benjamin, who had placed his hopes in the USSR’s support 
of German workers in case of war. 86 The following month the war began with 
Hitler’s Blitzkrieg against Poland, and Benjamin, not yet a French citizen, was 
confined to a work camp in Nievre. It was here that the telegram from New York 
reached him with its enthusiastic response to the Baudelaire essay. 87 Through 
the intercession of Adrienne Monnier, a friend of Paul Valery, Benjamin was 
released in November. At the end of the year he was back in Paris, facing the 
bleak prospect of a European war. The Institute urged him to come immediately 
to the United States, but visiting visas were difficult to obtain, and Benjamin’s 
work still bound him to Paris. 88 During this period he wrote the Geschichtsphilos- 
ophische Thesen, eighteen theses on the concept of history which marked a 
retreat from political commitment and a return to the language of theology as 
the only remaining refuge for the ideal of the revolution. He sent a copy of the 
theses to Scholem, but not the Institute, worrying (mistakenly, at least in 
Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s case) 89 that its members would be critical. 90 When 
German troops invaded France and marched on Paris, Benjamin had no choice 
but to abandon the city. He left most of his work on the Passagenarbeit behind 
in the care of friends. He still lacked the proper travel papers, and wrote to 
Adorno from Lourdes on August 2: 

The total uncertainty as to what the next days, the next hours will bring has 
dominated my existence for many weeks. I am condemned to read every 
newspaper (they appear here on only one page) as a writ published against 
me and to hear in every radio report the voice of bad tidings. 91 

In September, in the company of a small group, he reached the Spanish border 
with what he assumed to be the proper papers, but they were told at the last 
moment that they couldn’t proceed. That night, September 25, 1940, in a hotel 
in Port Bou, Benjamin took a lethal dose of morphine. The next day the border 
guard, not unmoved by the suicide, allowed the rest of the group to cross over 
the frontier. 

Benjamin’s decision to go through with the act of self-destruction which he 
had first contemplated nine years earlier was no momentary response to the 
immediate situation. 92 Nor should it be interpreted as a purely subjective ex¬ 
pression, an individual act of resignation. Rather, it was the only remaining 
possibility for resistance. A passage from the first Baudelaire essay provides a key: 

The oppositions which modernity sets up against mail’s natural productive 
spirit are out of proportion to his powers. It is understandable if he grows 
tired and lakes flight into death, Modernity must stand under the sign of 
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that suicide which places its seal upon a heroic will, one which concedes 

nothing to a way of thinking hostile to it. It is the conquest of modernity 

in the realm of passion. . . . Suicide could very well appear to Baudelaire as 

the only heroic deed which remained for the multitudes maladives of the 
. . . . . 
cities in reactionary times. 









Chapter 11. The Adorno-Benjamin 

Debate 

Part 3: Requiem 


THE ISOLATION OF THE IMMIGRANT 

Benjamin’s suicide shocked Adorno, and he received the news at a critical 
time. Sorrow connected with historical events began to touch him the previous 
year when his seventy-three-year-old mother and ailing father were arrested and 
detained in Frankfurt by the Nazis. His father “received an injury during the 
pogrom in his already suffering eye; his office rooms were demolished, and 
shortly thereafter he lost the rights to his entire assets.” 1 

Yet as late as then, in February 1939, Adorno expressed doubt that war 
would break out, believing with striking Marxist orthodoxy that England, 
whose “ruling class . . . cannot afford to risk anything,” would continue to 
capitulate to Hitler, because German plans ultimately coincided with the in¬ 
terests of British imperialism. 2 Although therefore unprepared for the outbreak 
of war, his intellectual orientation was not upset by it, still less by the signing 
of the Nazi-Soviet Non-Aggression Pact. Unlike Benjamin, he had since the 
purges ceased looking to the USSR as the model for social transformation. 
But when historical events manifested themselves in a personal, individual 
constellation resulting in the loss of his friend, Adorno was deeply shaken. 

Twice before he had felt the loss of death intensely. His Aunt Agathe, 
who had lived with him and taught him music as a child, died in 1935. Adorno 
wrote to Krenek at the time: 

I am totally stricken by it, and come around only very slowly even to 
imagine that somehow I can go on living. That sounds insanely exaggerated, 
but you can believe me that there is not an ounce of exaggeration or senti¬ 
mentality in it. 3 

The second blow was I lie dealli of Alban Berg Ilia! same year . 4 Predictably, 
Adorno considered it not just a personal tragedy but a critical statement on 
society: 


IM 
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. . . one thought unbearably distresses me: that material relations are re¬ 
sponsible for Berg’s death. One only has to think of it concretely: had he 
not wanted to spare the expense of a doctor, then he would have surely 
seen one, if with anxiety. The fact that he didn’t attempt it and had to 
think about money brought about his death. The consideration that the 
existence of people with Berg’s productive power is dependent on such 
things is in itself sufficient [to lead one] to the most radical consequences 
with regard to the status quo . 5 

How much more Adorno must have seen Benjamin’s suicide as an expression 
of objective conditions. 6 Eleven years his senior, the vulnerable and withdrawn 
Benjamin was no father figure in the personal sense for Adorno, but he was an 
intellectual authority of the first order. Surely on one level, their theoretical 
debates during the thirties expressed Adorno’s attempts to establish himself 
on equal footing with this man whose disciple he had become in 1929. Now 
at thirty-seven he was precisely the age that Benjamin had been then. 

The intensity with which Adorno viewed this loss of one individual could 
not be matched by sheer numbers of victims. The war, the horrors committed 
against Jews in Germany, 7 the loneliness of emigration, combined with the 
dissipation of potential for revolution, were all expressed in Benjamin’s gesture 
of suicide. As the literal acting out of the “liquidation of the individual,” it was 
a tragic allegory of the contradictions inherent in the historical present. As an 
act of intellectual responsibility in recognition of intellectual impotence, Adorno 
might well have recognized the contradiction as his own. In the United States 
I lie appearance of democracy was a protection against physical extinction. 
Jewish immigrant intellectuals were not denied the right to work. Precisely 
because of this, however, “the burden of conformism, to which the native 
population submits as well, was particularly difficult.” 8 In America “‘Adjust¬ 
ment’ was still a magic word,” recalled Adorno, 9 cementing what was in fact 
a nation of immigrants. He was as unwilling to submit to this conformism as he 
had been to submit to any collective norms. The punishment, if not physical 
harm, was intellectual isolation and the sense of impotence which such isolation 
imposed — of working without effectiveness and writing without an audience. 
As lie wrote in an essay dedicated to Benjamin: 

The individualist and the person who fits into the organization are both 
in danger of succumbing to the status quo; the former through his im¬ 
potence which installs itself deceptively as its own tribunal but in fact 
cedes justice to the enemy powers, the latter through the powers to which 
he belongs and which carry the same injustice that they are supposed to 
be opposing into the ranks of the oppressors. For both must live in a world 
o! universal injustice . 10 

Adorno had agreed to come to the United States as music director of the 
Princeton Radio Research Project in response to a telegram from Horkheimer, 
without oven knowing what a “radio project” was: “I simply thought that my 
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friend would not have made the proposal unless he was persuaded that I, a 
philosopher by calling, could handle the job.” 11 In fact he was completely 
unprepared. Paul Lazarsfeld, the Viennese sociologist who was general director 
of I lie project, recorded his first impression of Adorno: “He looks exactly as 
you would imagine a very absent-minded German professor, and he behaves 
so foreign that I feel like a member of the Mayflower Society.” 12 

Adorno commuted part-time from his Greenwich Village apartment to 
(he of fices at the Radio Research Project in Newark, which were located, he 
laiei recalled, “in a somewhat pioneering spirit, in an unoccupied brewery”: 13 

When I travelled through the tunnel under the Hudson I felt a little as if 
I were in Kafka’s Nature Theater of Oklahoma. . . . My first impression of 
die researches already in progress there was not exactly marked by any 
great understanding. At Lazarsfeld’s suggestion, I went from room to room 
ami spoke to colleagues, heard words like “Likes and Dislikes Study,” 
“success or failure of a program,” of which at first I could make very 
little. But this much I did understand: that it was concerned with the 
collection of data, which were supposed to benefit the planning depart¬ 
ments in the field of the mass media, whether in industry itself or in cul- 
lural advisory boards and similar bodies. 14 

In short, Adorno was being asked to subordinate his intellectual activity to the 
interests of the mass-media industry, composed, then as now, of capitalist 
monopolies. This was hardly a more appealing alternative to him than subordina¬ 
tion to the line of the Party. The project was funded by the Rockefellar Founda¬ 
tion, and its charter required expressly that the research be conducted “within 
the limits of the commercial radio system” then in existence: “It was thereby 
implied that the system itself, its cultural and sociological consequences and 
V s social and economic presuppositions were not to be analysed.” 15 Adorno 
admit led: “I cannot say that I strictly obeyed the charter.” 16 The result was 
dial insofar as his writings for the project were understood at all, they were 
no! accepted. Lazarsfeld wrote memos to his associates to explain “the bril¬ 
liance and importance of Adorno’s ideas”; he had Adorno himself write an 
explanatory memorandum, 17 but the paper that resulted obfuscated, Lazars- 
felil feared, more than it clarified, so that “the distribution of this text would 
only have made the situation more difficult, for in English his writing had the 
same tantalizing attraction and elusiveness that it had in German.” 18 According 
to Lazarsfeld, the project’s funders “probably felt that my efforts to bring 
Adorno’s type of critical research into the communications field were a fail¬ 
ure.” 19 As a result, “The renewal of the Rockefellar Grant in the fall of 1939 
provided no budget for continuation of the music project.” 20 Adorno lost his 
|oh, and that winter lie moved to Los Angeles to join Horkheimer, who had 
gone there to live for reasons of health. 21 Despite their leaving, the Institute 
for Social Research retained its headquarters in New York, with Leo Lowenthal 
and Friedrich Pollock as acting directors. 22 Political and financial strains had 
begun to dissipate (he Institute’s productivity, however, Publication of the 
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Zeitschrift fiir Sozialforschung , the journal which had supported the theoretical 
work of Institute members since 1932, had to be discontinued after an initial* 
attempt to produce it in the United States (under the English title Studies in ^ 
Philosophy and Social Science) proved too expensive. 23 / 

Insofar as the Institute had a Los Angeles “branch,” it really consisted 6f 
Adorno and Horkheimer, although they had visitors from New York, for ex¬ 
ample Pollock and Marcuse in the summer of 1942 (Pollock finally moved to 
the West Coast after the war). The two friends joined the community of exiled 
German writers and artists (including Heinrich and Thomas Mann and Alfred 
Doblin) who had gone there partly because of work opportunities provided by 
the Hollywood film industry. 24 If the Institute’s affiliation with Columbia 
University had recreated the academic atmosphere of Frankfurt, the Los An¬ 
geles group was more reminiscent of Adorno’s earlier circles in Vienna and 
Berlin. In some cases its members were the same. Ironically, Adorno again 
found himself in the company of Bertolt Brecht. Did each hold the other re¬ 
sponsible for Benjamin’s death? The available sources are silent, but they do 
indicate that the tension between Brecht and Adorno had far from dissipated. 
Brecht invented the word “Tui,” the abbreviation of “tellect-ual-in,” to refer 
to inside-out (or upside-down) intellectuals, and had plans from the early thir¬ 
ties on for a novel about them. 25 According to Hanns Eisler, the Tuis were 
those “who wanted to fix the economic problems and social ones related to 
them ‘purely mentally’ through all sorts of remedies, instead of pressing to 
the root of the evil — the question of the relations of property. . . .” 26 Eisler, 
it will be recalled, was Schonberg’s student 27 and the musical collaborator 
of Brecht, whose “proletarian choruses” Adorno had so scathingly attacked 
in his 1932 article “Zur gesellschaftlichen Lage der Musik.” 28 Now with Brecht 
in California, Eisler suggested after one lunch with Horkheimer that the Tui 
novel be based on the story of the Frankfurt Institute: 

A wealthy old man [Felix Weil] dies, disturbed by the suffering in the 
world. He leaves in his will a large sum of money establishing an institute 
to search for the source of misery — which is of course he himself. . . , 29 

So Brecht recorded in his diary in May 1942, adding several months later: 
“Adorno here. This Frankfurt Institute is a gold-mine for the Tui novel.” 30 
The fact that they were not infrequently together, however, was a silent ad¬ 
mission that despite their theoretical differences, as radicals they shared a 
sense of intellectual impotence, and as immigrants in need of work they all 
made their compromises. Eisler himself had a grant from the Rockefellar Foun- 
dalion for a “film music project,” including a study of “Fourteen Ways to 
Describe Kain” which evoked some good-humored chastising from Brecht. 31 
As part of lids project, Adorno and Eisler actually collaborated on a book, 
Komposition fur den Film , 32 which trod gingerly on the issues that separated 
them, combining theoretical elements from Schonberg, Brecht, Benjamin, and 
Horkheimer and providing practical suggestions for using music to heighten 
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the critical impact of the film. 33 Adorno’s diminished rigidity with regard to 
intellectual camps should surely be seen as tolerance rather than opportunism, 
a protest against the fanaticism of the age. It was based on the recognition 
that no one could survive the social contradictions unscathed. As he wrote 
during this period: “In a false life there is no right way to live.” 34 


BENJAMIN'S THESES ON HISTORY 

In June 1941, Adorno and Horkheimer first received a copy of Benja¬ 
min’s Geschichtsphi osophische Thesen (Theses on the Philosophy of History). 
As Adorno was aware from previous correspondence, it was the last written 
draft completed by Benjamin before his death and a document of central theo¬ 
retical importance, because it was intended as the methodological introduction 
to the Passagenarbeit. 35 Adorno, who in 1929 had been literally converted 
by the methodological introduction to Benjamin’s Trauerspiel book, surely gave 
his utmost attention to this cryptic and remarkable text, composed of eighteen 
short theses. I have already discussed them in Chapter 3, in connection with 
Adorno’s concept of history which was that history had no meaning in itself, 
but only in reference to the present, and then only as a critical concept which 
demystified the present. Although Benjamin’s politically committed essays 
of the mid-thirties implied an affirmation of historical development as meaning¬ 
ful because they affirmed the objective development of technology, in these 
theses he returned to his earlier understanding, 36 which Adorno had never 
abandoned. The nature of the historical present had changed, however. In the 
early thirties, revolution still appeared possible, and the greatest obstacle to 
correct cognition seemed to be that reification of reality which gave the present 
the appearance of existing externally, as “second nature.” But now, when 
precisely a sense of historical destiny had lured people into the catastrophes of 
fascism and war, it was, argued Benjamin in the theses, the myth of history 
as progressive change that needed dismantling: “Nothing has corrupted the 
German working class so much as the notion that it was moving with the cur¬ 
rent.” 37 The image of the working class as the “redeemer of future generations” 
had cut 

. . . the sinews of its greatest strength. By this teaching the class is mis- 

educated regarding hatred and the willingness to sacrifice. For both are 

nourished by the image of enslaved ancestors rather than that of liberated 

grandchildren . 38 

Whether Benjamin's theses were the source or merely lent support to a previous 
disposition, nothing that either Adorno or Horkheimer wrote after 1941 vio¬ 
la led Benjamin's last charge, the mandate to negate the idea of history as pro¬ 
gress. This meaui a total Irons formation of the image of social revolution, 
lu goal, wrote Horkheimer, “is no longer the acceleration of progress, but 
rather the jumping out of progress 
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In the theses on history, the theological pole of Benjamin’s thinking was 
strongly evident, not so much alongside the materialist pole as within it. The 
first thesis presented an image of this relationship, a “puppet in Turkish attire 
with a waterpipe in its mouth” playing chess at a large table, while “a hunch¬ 
backed dwarf who was an expert chess player sat inside and guided the puppet’s 
hand by means of strings.” 40 The image (which alluded as well to the “profane 
illumination” of drug-taking) suggested a “philosophical counterpart”: 

The puppet, which is called “historical materialism,” is to win all the 
time. It can take everyone on without difficulty if it takes theology into 
its service, which today as everyone knows is small and ugly, and moreover, 
can’t allow itself to be seen. 41 

In what followed, Benjamin described how a “historical materialist” should 
approach the material of history, yet the language and imagery were consis¬ 
tently and explicitly theological: salvaging human experience from historical 
oblivion was compared with religious redemption; the revolution was described 
as the coming of the Messiah. It will be recalled that Adorno had criticized 
Benjamin’s first Baudelaire essay because he felt that in it the theological and 
materialist poles collapsed into one. In that case, it seemed to Adorno, Ben¬ 
jamin incorporated the elements of both which were most deficient, that is, 
least critical. In his anxiousness to develop a nonidealist, truly Marxist method, 
Benjamin had simply pasted scraps of material from nineteenth-century Paris 
into the text with the barest minimum of interpretive commentary, as if by 
their mere recitation, in what Adorno described as a kind of religious “incan¬ 
tation” ( Beschworung ), they would reveal their truth content. Adorno claimed, 
it will be recalled, that as a result the study landed on “the crossroads between 
magic and positivism.” 42 Now in this new methodological introduction Ben¬ 
jamin had stressed precisely the opposite moment, in which truth emerged 
only by the setting up of a critical distance between the material and the in¬ 
terpreter, and that meant standing at the present edge of history, on the dividing 
line between “now-time” (, Jetztzeit ) 43 and the possibility for a radically differ¬ 
ent future. From this perspective history could not be affirmed or rationalized. 
As an expression of this critical, negatingmoment in both theology and Marxism, 
Benjamin interpreted in his ninth thesis a picture by Paul Klee (which was his 
prize possession): 44 

There is a picture by Klee called “Angelus Novus.” An angel is presented in 
it who looks as if he were about to move away from something at which 
he is staring. His eyes are wide open, his mouth is agape, his wings are 
spread. The angel of history must look like that. His face is turned toward 
ihe past. Where a chain of events appears to us, he sees one single catas¬ 
trophe which relentlessly piles wreckage upon wreckage, and hurls them 
before his feet. Ihe angel would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make 
whole that which has been smashed. But a storm is blowing from Paradise; 
it has gotten caught in his wings, and U is so strong that the angel cun no 
longer close them, The storm drives him irresistibly into the future to 
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which his back is turned, while the pile of debris before him grows toward 
the sky. That which we name progress is this storm. 45 

It is true that Adorno tended to view art rather than theology as the refuge 
for that utopian impulse which could find no home in present reality. 46 But 
he had never opposed the theological pole of Benjamin’s thought as long as it 
remained “negative.” In full accord with Benjamin’s theses he wrote in 1947: 

The only philosophy which can be responsibly practiced in face of despair 
is the attempt to contemplate all things as they would present themselves 
from the standpoint of redemption. 47 

Yet if Adorno’s acceptance of the theological impulse was not new, there 
was nonetheless an intensification of it in his writings after Benjamin’s death. 
It was a change more in tone than in concept, a new solemnity, which gave to 
his work the character of a philosophical requiem. It was as if the fate of the 
Jews had placed a taboo on his earlier language of “liquidating” idealism, as if 
the daily bombings and the final catastrophe of Hiroshima had made it im¬ 
possible to speak of “exploding” the reified forms. There was, if one will, a 
new pacifism in Adorno’s critical attacks. He took more seriously what he had 
always claimed was the “double character” of phenomena, arguing not only 
that a kernel of truth appeared in the shell of ideology, but that even the shell 
might be redeemed through the efforts of interpretation. It was as if all of 
profane existence took on an intensified sanctity, now that its ineffable fragility 
was illuminated by the fire of a war which consumed it so mindlessly. 

In his first published statement on Benjamin’s legacy, Adorno asserted that 
his philosophy would survive because it was true: “It will unfold within time 
because even its most private concerns are the concerns of all.” 48 Yet the 
theses on history which he received that winter reminded him of the transiency 
of phenomena. 49 In them Benjamin criticized Gottfried Keller’s remark that 
“the truth will not run away from us,” claiming instead that each image of the 
past “threatens to disappear with every present moment which does not recog¬ 
nize in it its own concerns.” 50 Now Benjamin was himself a part of that past, 
and to Adorno was bequeathed the task of redemption. This meant in the 
first instance rescuing his friend’s work from historical oblivion, which, as 
editor of Benjamin’s writings (1955) and letters (1966), Adorno did much to 
achieve. 51 

But in the spirit of their common project, the texts themselves were not 
(o become an uncritically revered and reified dogma. Along with the exoteric 
redemption of the texts was an esoteric one. More strongly (ban ever, Adorno 
internalized Benjamin's philosophy in an act of Aujhebimg, in all three senses 
(preserving, negating, going beyond) of this Hegelian term. It meant that lie 
preserved his friend’s work in his own so that nothing he wrote was untouched 
by Benjamin’s personal language and unique epistemological method. But it 
also meant that he redeemed by means of this method the very problems In 
Benjamin's work which he had criticized in their correspondence. Beginning 
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with his 1938 article on the fetish character of music, 52 what Adorno had seen 
as Benjamin’s theoretical mistakes he began to interpret as reflections of what 
was wrong with society. Just as in the case of Kierkegaard or Husserl, precisely 
within the failures, the ruptures ( Briiche ) of Benjamin’s philosophy, Adorno 
deciphered unintentional social truth. The constant theme of Adorno’s criticism 
had been that Benjamin tended to eliminate the role of the active, critically 
reflective subject in the cognitive process. It was manifested in Benjamin’s 
affirmation of the empirically existing consciousness of the proletariat, as 
well as in the surrealist methods which he borrowed, with their stress on the 
subject’s passivity. It was behind Adorno’s warning that citing facts without 
commentary caught Benjamin at the crossroads between magic and positivism. 
Adorno interpreted this “extinction of the ego” ( Erldschung des Ichs) within 
method as a reflection of modern man’s incapacity for experience, which in 
turn was the cause of his political impotence ( Ohnmacht ). Adorno’s subsequent 
work in social psychology was largely a demonstration of this problem as it 
manifested itself in the individual’s passive conformism, his consumption of 
mass culture, 53 and his simultaneous reverence for positivist “facts” on the 
one hand 54 and for the magic of demagogues 55 and horoscopes 56 on the other. 
The problem, expressed in philosophical terms, meant that the subject was 
incapable of sufficient distance from the object to experience it dialectically, 
that is, critically as a nonidentical other, and identity itself became synonymous 
with the impotence of the subject and his domination by the social system. 57 

As a first step in the exoteric redemption of Benjamin’s work, Adorno 
and Horkheimer published Benjamin’s theses on the philosophy of history in 
1942, in a mimeographed, limited “special edition” of the by then defunct 
Zeitschrift fiir Sozialforschung , under the title “Uber den Begriff der Geschichte” 
(On the Concept of History). The issue also contained two essays by Hork¬ 
heimer and one by Adorno. Horkheimer’s contributions were seminal theore¬ 
tical articles, very much in the spirit of Benjamin’s theses on history. In fact, 
it could be said that they grounded the theses in theoretical substance, building 
on the analysis of contemporary capitalism developed by Horkheimer’s lifelong 
friend Friedrich Pollock, who was then acting director of the Institute in New 
York. At the same time, Benjamin’s criticism of the myth of historical progress 
because of its adverse political effect on the working class, and his radical 
concept of freedom that went far beyond the rationalization of economy 
and hence implied criticism of the USSR, gave political justification to Pollock’s 
work, then the source of a divisive debate among the Institute’s members. 58 
Pollock’s position was essentially that monopoly capitalism, instead of leading 
lo collapse, had entered a new, relatively stable stage, which he called “state 
capitalism .” 59 h was distinguished not so much by the mode of economic 
ownership as by the structure of authoritarian domination that characterized 
its institutions - monopoly corporations, mass political parties, and government 
and trade-union bureaucracies as well. The USSR marked no “progress” in 
overcoming this ‘'command structure,” in which the profit motive had been 
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replaced by the power motive, while fascism, despite its apparent chaos, had 
resulted in that structure’s intensification. 60 One of Horkheimer’s essays ap¬ 
pearing in the special issue in tribute to Benjamin, “Autoritarer Staat” (Au¬ 
thoritarian State), argued that just this structure of domination was at the source 
of what Benjamin referred to as the recurrent “barbarism” in history. 61 

Of course, progress in the control of nature there had been: Benjamin 
wrote in the theses that “progress in the domination of nature” and “the regres¬ 
sion of society” formed the dialectical poles of historical development. 62 He, 
as well as Adorno and Horkheimer, lacked the consciousness of many ecology- 
minded radicals of the present in that they still considered at least the potential 
of technology in positive terms. Horkheimer wrote: 

Problems which a few decades ago were considered insurmountable tech¬ 
nical or organizational barriers have been broken for all to see. . . . When 
stockings can be made out of air, only by clutching at some eternal element 
in man, namely, misinterpreting psychological essences as invariants, can 
the eternity of domination be rationalized. 63 

Nonetheless, the structure of the new technology, based on the domination 
of nature, had served only to reinforce the social relations of domination, the 
elimination of which was the sole criterion for real human progress, and in this 
light history appeared as the ever-identical ( Immergleiche ) despite changes in 
the material base. Adorno claimed (in a 1956 essay) that it was Marx’s 

. . . deep presentiment, that the existential elements of history are domina¬ 
tion and dependency, and that in spite of all progress in rationality and 
technology nothing really decisive has been changed. 64 

The continued existence of this condition was not inevitable. Benjamin 
stated in his theses on history: “As with every generation that preceded us, 
we have been endowed with a weak Messianic power. . . .” 65 This meant that 
although the objective course of history was not progress, “every second of 
time was the tiny gate through which the Messiah might enter.” 66 Horkheimer 
argued similarly in “Autoritarer Staat” that although “as long as world history 
follows its logical course, it fails to fulfill its human destiny,” 67 nonetheless 
“For the revolutionary, the world has always been ripe.” 68 Indeed, the al¬ 
ternative depended only on human will: “With the experience that their political 
will in fact changes their own lives through changing society, the apathy of 
the masses will disappear.” 69 But it was precisely this kind of critical “experi¬ 
ence” which mass culture now threatened with extinction — hence the vicious 
circle in which history repeated its archaic pattern of domination. 

Benjamin’s theses veered from the official Communist position not only 
in his rejection of history as progress. They criticized the resurrection of the 
Protestant work ethic (which, pointing to Marx’s Critique of the Gotha Pro¬ 
gram, Benjamin claimed Marx did not share) and rejected the idea that economic 
socialization was the goal of revolution, rather than simply the means for realiz¬ 
ing ii radical notion of freedom, including sensual happiness, which had been 
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expounded by the pre-Marxist utopian Charles Fourier. 70 This was something 
quite different from his artwork essay which affirmed mass culture as the 
provider of present happiness, and here again Horkheimer was predisposed to 
agree. 71 He wrote in “Autoritarer Staat” that the purpose of the revolution 
was not just the socialization of the means of production, or the rationalization 
of the economy and unlimited control of nature, which would happen “without 
spontaneity in any case,” but also that which “does not happen without active 
resistence and constantly renewed attempts of freedom: the end of exploita¬ 
tion.” 72 Nor was freedom to be understood purely negatively, as freedom 
from oppression, but as freedom to realize that to which Horkheimer had re¬ 
ferred since 1936 as “sensual happiness” (, sinnliches Gluck). 

The revolutionary dialectic, wrote Horkheimer, was “not identical with de¬ 
velopment.” 73 This dialectic occurred between consciousness and society. Without 
it, what appeared to be a dialectical development within objective forces alone, 
the technological revolution that might have ushered in true history, relapsed in¬ 
to a new form of oppression and repeated the vicious circle of the past. Without 
it, the development of rational subjectivity, instead of fulfilling its promise of 
demythification, relapsed itself into a new form of myth, as Adorno and Hork¬ 
heimer were to argue in their collaborative study Dialektik der Aufklarung 
(1947). 74 The theoretical groundwork for this study was laid in Horkheimer’s 
second article appearing with Benjamin’s theses on history, entitled “Vernunft 
und Selbsterhaltung” (Reason and Self-Preservation). It sought to demonstrate 
how reason, originally the means of preserving the bourgeois individual from both 
natural and political domination, instead, because of its progressive instrumental- 
ization, led to the destruction of the individual and the preservation of the forces 
of oppression. “Instrumental reason” had become the tool for a pseudo-reconcilia¬ 
tion of subject and object, consciousness and society; it was the means for achiev¬ 
ing goals, the value of which it could not provide the criterion to judge. 75 It led 
to mass society instead of classless society, conformism instead of universality, a 
parody of the utopian vision. The necessary, indeed the only possible philosophical 
response was to maintain a position of relentless negativity, which in no way 
made peace with the status quo and hence kept alive the critical independence of 
the subject, salvaging it from social extinction and historical oblivion. Thus the 
only hope of assisting in the liberation of “first nature” was “to unshackle its 
seeming opposite, independent thought.” 76 

Horkheimer’s theoretical essays reflected Adorno’s thinking as well as his 
own, for in California during the war their work was intimately collaborative. 
Not only Dialektik der Aufklarung, but also a book-length work on the same 
I heme in English, Eclipse of Reason (1947), although appearing under Hork¬ 
heimer’s name alone, was clearly by them both. Yet despite the mutuality of 
(heir position, there was a division of labor in their intellectual production, dis¬ 
cern ihie to anyone familiar with the differences in their language and mode of 
representation. 77 Horkheimer provided the social-scientific and historical anchor 
for their production, and Adorno the aesthetic skills necessary for adequate 
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philosophical representation. It proved to be a fruitful way of collaborating, 
their approaches providing a dynamic balance between the poles of science and 
art. They worked together in a way Adorno never could have with Benjamin 
whose artistic proclivities were perhaps too close to his own not to clash. 

Adorno commented that while he had convinced Horkheimer of the im¬ 
portance of “representation” and “strengthened” his antipositivism, the latter 
in turn had “protected” him from “aestheticism.” 78 Awareness of his own weak¬ 
ness and of the limits of art as a model for philosophical cognition might help 
explain his rather puzzling choice of themes for his contribution to the com¬ 
memorative issue of the journal containing Benjamin’s theses on history. It was 
an essay on the correspondence between the poets Stefan George and Hugo von 
Hofmannsthal. 79 Adorno had not treated the subject before (although in his 
Husserl study he had described parallels between this philosopher and Hofmanns¬ 
thal). 80 The present essay made no mention of his own correspondence with 
Benjamin, yet clearly there were parallels, as George, like Benjamin, had been 
significantly older than Hofmannsthal, his brilliant protege, 81 and the years of 
their correspondence (1891 — 1906) were not unmarred by disputes between them. 
But here the similarities stop. George and Hofmannsthal were apolitical at best, 
racist or chauvinist at worst. Adorno criticized the lack of theoretical substance 
in their correspondence, in which poetic discussions were limited to questions 
of formal technique, 82 and disagreements centered on personal slights, power, 
prestige, and, ultimately, “intellectual property.” 83 

Despite the esotericism of Benjamin’s language (which Adorno adopted in 
the early thirties and never abandoned), the atmosphere of their circle in Berlin 
was far from the neoromantic cultism of the George circle. Both in intended and 
unintentional effect, the work of the two groups can hardly be compared. Yet 
as Adorno described the fundamental weakness of George’s approach, implied 
was his criticism of Benjamin, unmistakable now that part of their own correspon¬ 
dence has been published. Adorno interpreted George’s poetic attitude toward 
sensory objects in the same critical terms he had used against Benjamin’s (and 
also Husserl’s) philosophical one, claiming that the objects remained “opaque” 
because they were experienced in their given form as “still life” by a “blind in¬ 
tuition without concept.” 84 The problem — as with Benjamin — was that George 
eliminated the role of the critical subject, allowinghimself to become “the mouth¬ 
piece of things,” seeking to “save himself by throwing himself away”: 85 “The poet 
of modernity lets himself be overwhelmed by the power of things like an outsider 
by a cartel.” 86 

Later Adorno wrote that Benjamin “was more indebted to the George School 
than those who were taught by him let themselves notice. . . .” 87 In fact not 
only had Benjamin corresponded with Hofmannsthal, 88 but also the original 
inspiration for Benjamin’s “dialectical images” was the poetic images, or Denk - 
bilrier, of George, in which seemingly subjective and accidental experiences were 
granted objective meaning. 8,1 Yet if Adorno’s 1942 essay connected George with 
Benjamin, Implied was a self-criticism as well, a warning against his own aesthel- 


The A dor no-Benjamin Debate: Requiem 


175 


icism and against his own preoccupation with “culture,” which, as Benjamin 
cautioned in the theses 90 and Adorno echoed here, 91 was always tainted with 
barbarism. 

Adorno’s description of George and particularly Hofmannsthal as person¬ 
alities was hardly flattering. Yet he would have been the last to challenge the 
validity of their work on psychological grounds, judging its truth value instead in 
terms of its adequacy as a reflection of social objectivity. Stubbornly, Adorno 
held onto his basic tenet that neither the artist’s intent nor his character or 
political beliefs could be the criterion for criticizing his production. He inter¬ 
preted Hofmannsthal’s snobbism and George’s self-induced ostracism positively, 
claiming they were correct at least in impulse, even if that impulse fell short due 
to their blindness to theoretical understanding. 92 Moreover, claimed Adorno, 
truth appeared through the ideological veil of their poetry precisely where it 
seemed to fail, foundering on the wreckage of language. Hofmannsthal’s famous 
letter to Lord Chandos admitting he could no longer write because he doubted 
the very possibility of communication through words 93 was, claimed Adorno, 
not mere theatrics, but based on 

... an extremely real insight: that language no longer allows anything to be 
said as it is expressed. Language is either the reified and banal, the sign of 
commodities, falsifying thought from the start; or it installs itself, ceremoni¬ 
ous without ceremony, as the mighty without power, ensconsed by its own 
force — in short, of the type that Hofmannsthal attacked in the George 
School. 94 

Although “to renounce communication is better than to adjust,” 95 Adorno main¬ 
tained that the more courageous choice than Hofmannsthal’s was to keep trying: 

The passionate attempt to express oneself in language which shuns banality 
like a taboo, is the attempt, however hopeless, to distance experience from 
its most deadly enemy, one which grows stronger in late bourgeois society: 
oblivion. 96 

“What survives,” concluded Adorno with Hegel’s term, “is determinate nega¬ 
tion”: 97 If language could no longer presume to rectify reality, it should not 
abandon its more modest power, the critical power to call reality by its right 
name, making manifest the truth within appearance. 


SOCIAL PHYSIOGNOMICS 

When Adorno first came to the United States, his (largely unappreciated) 
work al (lie Princeton Radio Research Project was a quite literal translation of 
the Kbhigstein program from philosophical to sociological analysis. Its temiinol 
ogy was familiar as was Us project, analyzing the alloral ion of aural sense experi¬ 
ence decipherable within the radio transmission of music. Building on Ids 1938 
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article for the Institute’s journal on the fetish character of music, 98 Adorno wrote 
a series of essays which he later tried, unsuccessfully, to publish in book form 
under the title Current of Music." In Adorno’s philosophical works, texts were 
read as reality and concepts translated into matter (for example, Kierkegaard’s 
texts were read as images of the bourgeois interieur ); in his sociological writings, 
matter was read as a text, translated from nonverbal signs into words. Adorno 
referred to his sociological method as “physiognomies,” noting that this term 
had been used by the psychoanalysts Sandor Ferenczi and Siegfried Bernfeld. 100 
Yet clearly Adorno’s own familiarity with physiognomy was through Benjamin, 
who in turn had absorbed it from literary-aesthetic rather than scientific channels. 
Just as Benjamin had attempted to analyze the surrealist “face” of metropolitan 
Paris to reveal its impact on subjective experience, 101 so Adorno analyzed the 
“face” or, more properly, the “voice” of radio 102 in order to understand its im¬ 
pact on listeners. 103 “Social physiognomies” in fact employed Adorno’s old 
method of “constructing constellations,” or, to use his more current Hegelian 
vocabulary, the procedure of “determinate negation.” Its distinguishing char¬ 
acteristic, and where it differed from the method of pure phenomenological 
description which Adorno had criticized in his Husserl study, 104 was that instead 
of accepting the given appearance of the phenomena without further analysis, 
“physiognomies” interpreted the phenomena critically as unintentional expres¬ 
sions of truth about a faulty social totality. 105 The structure of this totality ap¬ 
peared within the illusory appearance of the radio voice, but not without the 
active intervention of the interpreting subject, who unlocked the “rebus” 106 of 
surface details, adhering to them with “exactitude,” 107 yet at the same time going 
beyond them through the mediation of theory to demonstrate that “the unity 
of the radio phenomenon in itself, as far as it really has the structure of a unity, 
is simply the unity of society which determines all the individual and apparently 
accidental features” 108 — features like radio’s penetration as a public voice into 
the private sphere of the bourgeois interieur, 109 its standardizing tendencies 
despite “pseudo-individuation,” the resulting atomization of radio’s mass audi¬ 
ence, who passively consumed “canned” music and whose freedom was limited 
to switching the station. 110 An analysis of these elements of the radio voice so 
that the structure of the social totality appeared within it “in microcosm” 111 
made radio “less an instrument of influence than of social revelation.” 112 In 
line with his earlier work, Adorno’s point was not to reduce the cultural phe¬ 
nomenon of radio to the socioeconomic structure, but to reveal how radio, as 
well as being produced by that structure, continuously reproduced it by repro¬ 
ducing its characteristics as psychological traits in those subjects who alone migh! 
have changed it. At the same time, the article intervened in that process, aiming 
at breaking the spell of its circular repetition. Physiognomies showed how the 
superstructure details contained the substructure totality in monadological ab¬ 
breviation, so that the particular, once interpreted, became a historical, a dia¬ 
lectical image of the whole. Although “the intermediary links are missing,” 113 
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the analysis made palpable for the reader the mediated relationship between the 
detail and the whole which “for itself is so hard to deduce causally.” 114 


THE AUTHORITARIAN PERSONALITY 

It would be difficult to imagine a method more against the American grain 
of acceptable research methods than Adorno’s social physiognomies. Sociology 
in the United States at that time was quantitative rather than qualitative, using 
relatively sophisticated statistical methods to discover averages and aggregate 
norms, while Adorno’s method focused on singular, seemingly insignificant phe¬ 
nomena on the extreme fringes of society rather than at its center. 115 The notion 
that one could “measure culture” was for him a contradiction in terms. 116 “All 
love from us both,” he and his wife wrote to Benjamin; “We are looking out on 
the Hudson and observe with amazement the ice floes being driven up-river.” 117 
Typically, his gaze caught the exception rather than the rule. Totally alien to 
him as well was the antitheoretical bias of the Princeton Radio Research Project, 
with its questionnaires which simply asked radio listeners to register their “likes” 
and “dislikes” in programming, presuming that the options offered to them al¬ 
lowed for meaningful choice. The consequently tautological recommendation 
that the radio industry give the people “what they want” excluded the possibility 
of questioning the social source of these wants and hence their ultimate validity. 
Adorno believed that needs were not static; they only appeared that way in a 
static society. The actual fulfillment of needs, even the false ones of capitalist 
society, would in itself change the nature of needs: 118 

The idea, for example, that movies are necessary along with food and shelter 
for the reproduction of labor power is “true” only in a world which shapes 
human beings for the reproduction of labor power and forces their needs 
into harmony with the employer’s interests in profit and control. 119 

Adorno speculated that his idea of philosophical experience as the way to 
discovery of truth might be inalterably opposed to the bourgeois conception of 
scientific experimentation: 

Perhaps from very early on in the bourgeois era the experiment became a 
surrogate for authentic experience. . . . The cruelty, shrinking back from 
nothing, not even cruelty against oneself, is intimately connected with it — 
seeing how a person handles himself under such and such conditions, for 
example, when he is castrated or murdered, or how one himself reacts. The 
new anthropological type has become internally what earlier was true only 
of (lie method: (he subject of natural science — of course also the object. 120 

llis difficulties at the Princeton Radio Research Project had made painfully clear 
that the task of translating his reflections into research terms “was equivalent to 
squaring the circle'* 131 
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... I immersed myself in observations of American musical life, especially 
the radio system, and set down theories and hypotheses about it; but I 
could not construct questionnaires and interview-schemes that would get 
to the heart of the matter. Of course, I was somewhat isolated in my en¬ 
deavors. The unfamiliarity of the things that concerned me had the effect of 
inducing skepticism rather than cooperation from my colleagues. Interestingly 
enough, the so-called secretarial workers were immediately attracted to my 
ideas. . . . But the higher up in the scientific hierarchy the more unpleasant 
the situation became. 122 

In California, Adorno once again found himself involved in a sociological re¬ 
search project and with the problem of “squaring the circle.” This time, however, 
conditions were more auspicious. In 1944 Horkheimer managed to get sizable 
funding for a multivolume series of Studies in Prejudice, The money came from 
the American Jewish Committee, which placed him at the head of its new De¬ 
partment of Scientific Research. 123 Adorno became codirector of a central part 
of the project, a five-year study on anti-Semitism which was published in 1950 
as The Authoritarian Personality , 124 now considered a classic in the literature of 
social psychology. 125 His collaborators were R. Nevitt Sanford, Daniel Levinson, 
and Else Frenkel-Brunswik, a group of social psychologists who called themselves 
the Berkeley Public Opinion Study Group. Adorno recalled with pleasure the 
“ ‘perfect team work’ without any hierarchical restrictions” which characterized 
their collaboration. 126 The group was bound by a “common theoretical orienta¬ 
tion toward Freud” which was neither revisionist nor rigidly dogmatic. 127 The 
fact that through their help Adorno was indeed able to translate his unique cog¬ 
nitive methodology into a plan for empirical research was all the more remark¬ 
able as the plan incorporated principles of Freudian clinical practice never before 
used in this way. Surely the imagination and theoretical openness #f his colleagues 
was indispensable for its success, although the originality of the project’s concep¬ 
tual design was primarily indebted to Adorno. The Authoritarian Personality was 
perhaps less a sublation than a sublimation of his Benjaminian epistemological 
method, allowing qualitative, philosophical speculation to get past the quantita¬ 
tive, positivistic censorship of the social science establishment. 

Adorno’s writings had dealt with anti-Semitism several times before, most 
notably his study of Richard Wagner in the thirties 128 and more recently, several 
short memoranda for the Institute 129 which contained ideas developed in the 
concluding chapter of Dialektik der Aufklkrung. 130 The latter, a strictly the¬ 
oretical essay entitled “Elements of Anti-Semitism,” reflected Adorno at his most 
speculative and demonstrated the skill with which he was able to reconcile the 
antagonistic theories of Marx and Freud without falling into a revisionist, safe 
middle position regarding either. Marx had argued that the Jewish question was 
essentially an economic problem, not one of religion or politics. 131 Adorno agreed 
and extended Hie argument: “Bourgeois anli-Semilism has a specific economic 
reason: the concealment of dominaiion in production.” 1 * With the aid of Freud 
yet fully In the spirit of Marx, he explained ihe psychological dynamics of ilie 
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problem. The “ultimate target” of domination in the production process was the 
worker, 133 but due to his “half-education” ( Halbbildung ), 134 his immediate aware¬ 
ness of his plight was not raised to the level of critical self-consciousness which 
would reveal the true source of domination. Real experience of his condition 
was blocked by the necessity of conforming to the given social system in order 
to survive. The result was suppressed aggression: “the hatred felt by the led, who 
can never be satisfied economically or sexually, knows no bounds.” 135 The de¬ 
flection of this aggression onto the Jews was the psychological dynamics which 
fascism used to its advantage, “in that it seeks to make the rebellion of sup¬ 
pressed nature against domination directly useful to domination.” 136 Instead of 
criticizing society, the workers mimicked its reification and authoritarianism, 
masochistically consenting to be led, while falsely projecting upon the Jews as 
“outsiders” their own socially unacceptable (hence potentially revolutionary) 
traits and desires. 137 The correct “countermovement” to this false projection 
would be the realization of man as a “species being,” 138 that is, as he could and 
should be, through “individual and social emancipation from domination.” 139 

Adorno had not written on Freud directly since his first Habilitationsschrift 
of 1927 which, it will be recalled, 140 defended Freud from an idealist, Kantian 
position and then switched in the concluding pages to a Marxist, materialist 
analysis of the ideological reasons for the lack of acceptance of Freud. But his 
subsequent writings gave evidence that he had absorbed the social-psychological 
work of Horkheimer’s Institute during the 1930s, most especially that of Erich 
Fromm, with whom he differed, 141 but who as the Institute’s only practicing 
analyst at the same time taught him much. Now, in 1942, Adorno wrote a series 
of notes toward anew anthropology (“Notizenzur neuen Anthropologie”) which, 
unpublished and in rough-draft form, worked out implications of the mediated 
relationship between Marxian and Freudian theory. He began with an immanent 
criticism of Freud, demonstrating, predictably, that the language Freud used !o 
describe a supposedly biological theory, in particular the “exchange schema” 
governing the “economy of instincts,” unintentionally illuminated the social 
origins of that theory and of the psychological structures which it described. 142 
This meant, from a materialist perspective, that what appeared as shortcomings 
in Freud’s theory when judged from the criteria of absolute and universal t mill y 
were seen as precisely the grounds for its validity. 

But that validity was limited to a particular historical stage of* bourgeois 
society which, so Adorno argued, no longer existed. The “subject” of Freud’s 
limes had been replaced by a new anthropological type. Characteristic of its 
psychological formation was not repression, hut I lie immediate substitute grai 
ihcalion provided by mass culture, no! anal possessiveness, hut the consumer 
readiness to heat all objects as fungible and disposable. 143 Against Fromm's thesis 
ilia! the authoritarian character had ds source in the bourgeois individual’s es¬ 
cape from freedom into sadomasochistic dependence, m Adorno claimed thgt 
social pressures to conform prevented the formation of a self-contained ego which 
could properly be culled an Individual in the first place . m Whereas Freud hud 
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conceived of nature (the id instincts) in rebellion against society, nature was 
now seen by mass man no differently than society, as a superior power to which 
one must submit as to blind fate, and in this context, the neurotic’s deviance 
had a positive moment, as a rebellion against adapting to the given. 

These theoretical speculations preceded Adorno’s work with the Berkeley 
Study Group, which was launched in 1944. That same year he began a book of 
aphorisms and fragments, Minima Moralia, 146 which presented his theoretical 
ideas by approaching details of twentieth-century existence as Benjamin had 
those of the nineteenth century: phenomena were deciphered as images, gestures 
as codes, figures as a stage for social reality. Adorno wrote on fear of the non¬ 
identical: 

German words of foreign derivation are the Jews of language. 147 
On racism: 

The familiar argument of tolerance, that all people and all races are equal, is 
a boomerang. . . . Abstract utopia is all too compatible with the most in¬ 
sidious tendencies of society. That all men are alike is exactly What society 
would like to hear. It considers actual or imagined differences as stigmas in¬ 
dicating that not enough has yet been done; that something has still been left 
outside its machinery, not quite determined by its totality. The technique 
of the concentration camp is to make the prisoners like their guards, the 
murdered, murderers. ... An emancipated society, on the other hand, would 
not be a unitary state, but the realization of universality in the reconcilia¬ 
tion of differences. 148 

On mass culture and alienating labor: 

. . . one could no more imagine Nietzsche in an office, with a secretary 
minding the telephone in an anteroom, at his desk until five o’clock, than 
playing golf after the day’s work was done. Only a cunning intertwining of 
pleasure and work leaves real experience still open, under the pressure of 
society. Such experience is less and less tolerated. Even the so-called intel¬ 
lectual professions are being deprived, through their growing resemblance 
to business, of all joy. . . . No fulfilment may be attached to work, which 
would otherwise lose its functional modesty in the totality of purposes, no 
spark of reflection is allowed to fall into leisure time, since it might other¬ 
wise leap across to the workaday world and set it on fire. While in their 
structure work and amusement are becoming increasingly alike, they are at 
the same time being divided ever more rigorously by invisible demarcation 
lines. Joy and mind have been expelled from both. 149 

On reading the totality within the particular: 

Beauty of the American landscape: that even the smallest of its segments is 
inscribed, as its expression, with the immensity of the whole country. 150 

On the liquidation of the ego: 

In many people it It already an impertinence to say 
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On the disintegration of experience: 

Technology is making gestures precise and brutal, and with them men. . . . 
[W]hich driver is not tempted, merely by the power of his engine, to wipe 
out the vermin of the street, pedestrians, children and cyclists? The move¬ 
ments machines demand of their users already have the violent, hard-hitting, 
unresting jerkiness of Fascist maltreatment. Not the least to blame for the 
withering of experience is the fact that things, under the law of pure func¬ 
tionality, assume a form that limits contact with them to mere operation, 
and tolerates no surplus, either in freedom of conduct or in autonomy of 
things, which would survive as the core of experience, because it is not con¬ 
sumed by the moment of action. 152 

Minima Moralia was dedicated to Horkheimer, who, however, contributed 
to it more by his absence than his presence, as Adorno composed it during the 
time he spent waiting for his friend, and Horkheimer, notoriously late, provided 
him with frequent opportunities. 153 Subtitled Reflections from Damaged Life , it 
included much that was autobiographical, but, like Benjamin’s Berliner Kind hell 
and Einbahnstrasse, 154 it illuminated less about the author than about the oh* 
jective conditions of society. Indeed, in both style and themes, the book was 
strongly reminiscent of Benjamin’s work. 

The mode of Minima Moralia was aesthetic. The Authoritarian Personality 
treated the same themes “scientifically.” Thus the works turned on different 
centers but converged in their truth content. 155 How to make the transposition 
from the aesthetic to the scientific mode was Adorno’s central methodological 
problem in his work with the Berkeley Study Group. His resolution was itself 
dialectical, a bipolar research program combining quantitative and qualitative 
analysis. The theory expounded in Dialektik der Aufklarung provided the in 
terpretive frame for both poles (and was at the same time verified by them): 
elements of anti-Semitism were not seen as limited to isolated, overt manifest a 
lions of bigotry. Instead they were shown to form a psychological configuration 
which reflected the entire constellation of factors which Adorno and Horkheimer 
claimed characterized the fascist tendencies of the present social structure con¬ 
formism, sexual repression, false projection, authoritarian submission which 
alternated with aggressive domination, a lack of critical reflection, and the stere¬ 
otypy that resulted from an incapacity for experiencing the nonidentical or the 
new. 156 The innovative quantitative method of The Authoritarian Personality 
consisted in developing a set of questionnaire items (the famous F scale) which, 
instead of treating opinions as isolated data, 157 recorded a “cluster” of opinions 
identifying the presence of each of these elements. When the elements existed 
in correlation, they were considered to form a latent structural pattern of the 
potentially fascist personality. The fixity of this personality type was due pre¬ 
cisely to its umnediated reflection of the fixed social structure, ,SR whereas the 
antifascist type, as a critical, nonconforming individual, had, predictably, more 
diverse characterlstics t H9 Whether or not the authoritarian personality types 
actualized I heir fascist potential depended 
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. . . primarily upon the situation of the most powerful economic interests, 
upon whether they, by conscious design or not, make use of this device for 
maintaining their dominant status. This is a matter about which the great 
majority of people would have little to say. 160 

Hence without denying the primacy of objective economic factors, The Author¬ 
itarian Personality developed a quantitative method for revealing those psycho¬ 
logical factors which, in opposition to the rational self-interest of the masses, 
were an indispensable component in fascism’s success. 

The idea that a cluster of elements which on the surface appeared to be un¬ 
related and irrational (in this case, responses to an opinion questionnaire) could 
be rearranged in various trial combinations (the final F scale was the product of 
many such arrangements) until they fell into a configuration with an inner logic 
which could be read as meaningful (here the structure of the authoritarian per¬ 
sonality) fully paralleled the method of constructing constellations which Adorno 
had outlined in his 1931 inaugural address, and hence his and Benjamin’s Konig- 
stein position. 161 The fact that the tests were administered not to a “random 
sample,” but to groups representing “extremes” (from middle-class students to 
inmates of a prison and a psychiatric institution) also reflected Benjamin’s ap¬ 
proach, just as the distinction between the latent and manifest meaning of the 
questionnaire items paralleled Benjamin’s distinction between intention and 
“unintentional truth.” Indeed, The Authoritarian Personality could be described 
as a (socio-psychological) representation of the “idea” of fascism. At the same 
time, the empirical method of The Authoritarian Personality avoided what Adorno 
had considered the defect of Benjamin’s later work (and reflected Horkheimer’s 
influence) in that all the elements of the constellation were related to a general 
theory of anti-Semitism and their interpretation was in every case mediated by 
that theory. 

Traces of Benjamin were more directly visible in the qualitative pole of the 
study. As a corrective and enrichment of the questionnaire responses, 162 certain 
subjects, particularly high- and low-scoring “extremes,” were chosen for in-depth 
interviews, and the task of interpreting the significance of the interview material 
was not surprisingly assumed by Adorno. 163 As a sociological method, such 
“content analysis” was considered new and innovative among American sociol¬ 
ogists, although it was a procedure with which Adorno was already very much at 
home. Not only was it basic to his method of philosophical interpretation. He had 
employed it as a specifically sociopsychological procedure in 1943, in an analysis 
of the speeches of a West Coast radio demagogue, Martin Luther Thomas, 164 
which, Adorno later commented, “supplied me with a good deal of stimulation 
for items that were useful in The Authoritarian Personality . The study must have 
been one of (he first critical and qualitative content analyses to be carried out in 
the United Stales.” 165 

According to Adomo, the aim of the qualitative research in The Authoritarian 
Personality WOI to develop 11 1 n m i p 1 1 a •!<> < textual analysis of the interview 
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material a “phenomenology” which both verified the theory of anti-Semitism 
and refined it, 166 and here Adorno was clearly in his element. He noted the ad¬ 
vantages of the procedure, the “concreteness” it achieved by concentration on 
seemingly insignificant textual details. 167 The chance to consider “unique” and 
“extreme” statements rather than the more typical, quantifiable responses gave 
his interpretive fantasy free reign at the same time that the consistency of the 
theoretical frame provided for exactness, “a safeguard against arbitrariness.” 168 
Adorno predictably focused on the contradictions and logical gaps in the inter¬ 
view responses, and his interpretations of these gaps, as well as the language 
imagery and even the body gestures of those interviewed, were elaborated with 
characteristic dialectical complexity. His conclusions based on concrete evidence 
from the in-depth interviews verified his previous theoretical assumption: 

The extremely prejudiced person tends toward “psychological totalitari¬ 
anism,” something which seems to be almost a microcosmic image of the 
totalitarian state at which he aims. Nothing can be left untouched, as it 
were; everything must be made “equal” to the ego-ideal of a rigidly con¬ 
ceived and hypostatized ingroup. 169 

Adorno interpreted his interviews with people who had low scores on the F scale 
in a way that substantiated his notion of the manner in which the philosophical 
subject should approach reality. Low scorers’ attitude toward Jews was character¬ 
ized by “empathic rationality” which had a “double aspect”: they identified 
anti-Semitism as “the problem of the anti-Semite, not of the Jew,” and they 
viewed issues of race and minority not as second nature, but “with historical and 
sociological perspective and thus . . . open to rational insight and change. . . .” 170 

The tyrannical refusal of the high scorers to tolerate the nonidentity of Jews 
as “outsiders” was seen as a “means for pseudo-orientation in an estranged world, 
and for ‘mastering’ this world by being able completely to pigeonhole its negative 
aspects.” 171 At the same time, Adorno explicitly and repeatedly insisted that 
authoritarian needs had their origin in objective conditions, 172 that the prevalence 
of authoritarian responses “must be because we are living in potentially fascist 
times.” 173 The “ignorance and confusion” among high scorers with regard to 
politics and economics was connected with “the ‘reification’ of a social reality 
which is determined by property relations in which the human beings them¬ 
selves are, as it were, mere appendages.” 174 

The ultimate reason for this ignorance might well be the opaqueness of I he 
social, economic, and political situation to all those who are not: in full 
command of all the resources of stored knowledge and t heoretical thinking. 
In its present phase, our social system tends objectively and automatically 
to produce “curtains” which make it impossible for tlie naive person to see 
what: it is all about. 175 

The populist, and inlellccluahsm of the protofuscist type Adorno, predictably, 
considered “ominous/' 176 bul he claimed die source of inch sentiments was ob- 
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jective, “enhanced by powerful economic and social forces which, purposely or 
automatically, keep the people ignorant.” 177 Ultimately the problem was “cap¬ 
italism,” which in an “era of transition” was on the defensive, reflecting “the 
transformation of our social system from something dynamic into something 
conservative, a status quo, struggling for its perpetuation. . . .” 178 



Chapter 12. Epilogue: 

The Method of Negative Dialectics 


There is something false about speaking of Adorno’s “theories.” In fact he 
had none, just as he had no “concept” of history. 1 And just as he typically 
defined concepts by their polar opposites (“history” by “nature,” “individual” 
by “society”), so now he constructed whole theories out of opposing and 
contradictory tenets. His theory of fascism was based simultaneously on the 
premise of bureaucratic rationalization with its “instrumental reason” and 
the notion of the irrational, charismatic leader, two conceptions which Max 
Weber had developed to describe mutually exclusive realities. Adorno never 
gave up his characterization of society as fragmented, discontinuous ( briichig ), 
and in a state of disintegration ( Zerfall ); he simply added to it the opposite 
idea, that it formed a closed, air-tight system, that “the total organization of 
society through big business and its omnipresent technology has . . . taken 
unbroken [iliickenlos ] possession of the world and imagination. . . .” 2 If Hoik- 
heimer’s thinking described a dialectical pattern, Adorno’s thinking was that 
pattern. He understood Hegel’s “self-movement of the concept” not as a “theory 
of development,” 3 but as a movement of thought in which “all categories are 
themselves and not themselves,” 4 in which a concept was “observed so closely 
that it was maintained and transformed at the same time.” 5 

In 1942 Adorno wrote three short pieces similar in format to Benjamin’s 
theses on history. 6 But whereas Benjamin juxtaposed opposites in a visual 
sense, using theological images (the angel of history, the Messiah, the chess¬ 
playing dwarf) to express historical materialism, its polar opposite, Adorno’s 
pieces “developed” dynamically from one pole to another, lie used dialectical 
argument to construct “models” of thought which, no matter where they 
began, always moved in the opposite direction. Hence an analysis of* the author! 
tarian personality pointed to the character of the society which had produced 
it; hut in any discussion of social structure, Adorno moved to a consideration 
of the psychology which reproduced it: In “Ref lexioncn zui Massmthmtir 
(Reflections on Class Theory), Ids analysis of class society hinged on an analysis 
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of mass psychology which prevented the experience of class, 7 while in “Thesen 
fiber Bediirfnis” (Theses on Needs), his analysis of psychological needs turned 
in fact on an analysis of social constraints: “the idea that a revolutionary society 
would cry out for the bad performances of Hedy Lamar or bad soup from 
Campbell’s is absurd. The better the soup, the more gladly they will do without 
Lamar.” 8 

When he interpreted the history of class struggle, it was in terms of a theory 
of history as the ever-identical; 9 but he addressed the ontological issues of 
anthropology in terms of historical change. 10 He defined social atomization 
by social conformism, alienation by collectivization. 11 The suffering of the 
masses was identified as the inability to experience suffering; 12 sexual license 
was seen as an expression of bourgeois asceticism. 13 On the philosophical 
level, Adorno criticized not only the dualism between alienated subject and 
reified object but simultaneously the identity between subject and object. 
This identity in turn took several forms: subjectivity was a box which entrapped 
the subject on the one hand; on the other, the subject alternately dominated 
the object and yielded to it to the point of its own extinction. 

Adorno’s originality lay not in the material substance of his theoretical 
arguments, but in the way he put them together. His work on anti-Semitism, 
for example, relied heavily on psychological concepts developed by Erich 
Fromm. But whereas Fromm, who was just as insistent regarding the mutual 
mediation of psychological character and social structure and just as aware 
of the “double character” — in Freudian language, the ambivalence — of psycho¬ 
logical phenomena, still wanted to construct a positive description of modern 
man. For him the goal of knowledge was to have something — a new and lasting 
the6ry — at the end. But Adorno, whose concern was a new social reality, 
saw in the desire to possess even a theory the risk of reproducing the com¬ 
modity structure within consciousness. His was a negative anthropology, and 
its goal as knowledge was to keep criticism alive. 14 

The purpose of what in Adorno’s case could be called “antitheories” was 
to avoid such conformism at all costs. This lends to negative dialectics the 
quality of quicksilver: just when you think you have grasped the point, by 
turning into its opposite it slips through your f ingers and escapes. 

But even though Adorno appeared to be arguing opposite positions simul¬ 
taneously, what gave his models logical coherence was his identification of the 
point of convergence between opposites: in every case it was the structure of 
domination. That structure, which in turn converged with the structure of 
commodities, emerged whenever one side of a polarity gained the upper hand, 
thereby duplicating the social structure and enabling that structure to con- 
limie: If in lliiiiking abou! reality I lie (reified) object was allowed to dominate 
I lie sullied, I lie resnll was llie reification of consciousness and the passive 
acceptance of Hie siains quo; if (lie subject dominated the object, Hie result 
was dominaiion of nature and the ideological justification of the stains quo. 
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Only by keeping the argument circling in perpetual motion could thought 
escape compromising with its revolutionary goal. 

There was no waning of Adorno’s commitment to revolution as both 
necessary and desirable. The problem was “not the possibility of barbarism 
after the revolution, but the hindering of revolution throughout the whole 
society.” 15 Even within the liberal-democratic language of The Authoritarian 
Personality one can find revolutionary statements, such as Adorno’s comment 
“The argument that first the people should be changed before the world can 
be changed belongs to the old anti-utopian armory. It leads to a vicious cir¬ 
cle. . . .” 16 Nor did he retreat from a Marxist position regarding the class nature 
of the revolutionary struggle: 

It is true, of course, as a matter of economic and social fact, that the crucial 
role in the struggle against increasing concentration of economic power 
will have to be played by the working people. . . , 17 

And he never gave up hope for social transformation, although he believed 
that hope could no longer express itself positively. Even that stultifier of con¬ 
sciousness, mass culture, when reflected upon critically, might foster revolu¬ 
tionary awareness, if only because the very ideology of equality and identity 
which it perpetrated illuminated the actuality of class differences as nothing 
more than “naked usurpation.” 18 

Adorno’s position had changed, however, in that his faith in the autonomy 
of culture, his belief that intellectual practice could successfully revolutionize 
its own material or “means of production,” had been shaken. In recognition of 
the preeminent power of socioeconomic forces, his position had become actually 
more “Marxist” rather than less. He wrote with some candor: 

In America I was liberated from a certain naive belief in culture and attained 
the capacity to see culture from the outside. To clarify the point: in spite 
of all social criticism and all consciousness of the primacy of economic 
factors, the fundamental importance of the mind — “Geist” — was quasi 
a dogma self-evident to me from the very beginning. The fact that this was 
not a foregone conclusion, I learned in America, where no reverential 
silence in the presence of everything intellectual prevailed, . . . and the 
absence of this respect inclined the intellect toward critical self-scrutiny. 
This particularly affected the European presuppositions of musical cultiva¬ 
tion in which I was immersed. 19 

fhe theme of Dialektik der Aufklarung was a criticism of “progress” in reason, 
which, failing a revolution in the socioeconomic structure, began to duplicate 
I he characteristics of that structure and fell back into myth. In an essay on 
Schonherg which Adorno wrote just prior to this collaborative study (194§- 
1941), lie made I he same argument, as an acl of self-criticism, regarding “pro¬ 
gress” in music. The essay circulated among German immigranl intellectuaIs 
during the forties as an unpublished manuscript. 20 Thomas Mann, who had 
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begun work on the novel Doktor Faustus, read it in 1943 with “a feeling of 
. . . strange familiarity,” 21 and he subsequently collaborated closely with Adorno 
on the musical theory on which the novel was based, 22 referring to him as the 
“Privy Councillor” of the work. 23 

The Schonberg essay and the introduction which accompanied its first 
publication in 1949 make it clear that Adorno had not altered his position as 
to the essentially dialectical structure of Schonberg’s composing, and his de¬ 
scription of the process was replete with the characteristic Benjaminian phrase¬ 
ology. He had not capitulated regarding his fundamental tenent that the validity 
of art rested on the artist’s relation to his material rather than to the working 
class. 24 But whereas he had been formerly optimistic as to the progressive 
possibilities of intellectual practice, now he saw the danger that “non-conform¬ 
ing music,” preserving its truth through “indifference to the public,” allowed 
its “truth to wither”: 25 “In the process of pursuing its own inner logic, music 
is transformed more and more from something significant into something 
obscure — even to itself.” 26 

Adorno’s new argument was essentially this: Schonberg’s atonal revolution 
had indeed succeeded in freeing the musical material from the tyrannical “sec¬ 
ond nature” laws of the bourgeois tonal system, but as a revolution within the 
superstructure alone, its liberating impulse could not be maintained. Atonality 
led to twelve-tone composition, the principles of which became a new musical 
dogma. 27 Schonberg used the term “model” to describe thematic material in 
his music, the identity of which remained throughout a series of variations. 
The material was 

. . . all “the same thing.” But the meaning of this identity reveals itself 

as nonidentity. The thematic material is of such a nature that to attempt 

to secure it is tantamount to varying it. 28 

This description demonstrates that Schonberg’s “models” were still prototypical 
of Adorno’s own. But was Adorno not also aware that his philosophy was 
threatened with the same pitfalls as well? 

In describing atonality’s lapse into a new system, which he now interpreted 
as revolutionary failure, Adorno pointed to the principles of variation in the 
twelve-tone system — retrograde, or reversal of the tone row, inversion, and 
retrograde inversion — whereby, he claimed, the dynamic principle of variation 
turned static by falling back into a predictable and closed structure. 29 I have 
already suggested 30 that the same compositional techniques governed the 
structure of Adorno’s essays: the principle of reversal found its counterpart 
in his arguments demonstrating that polar extremes were both true, that op¬ 
posites converged; the principle of inversion coincided with his showing that 
what appeared to be subjective was objective, or vice versa: immanent criticism 
of texts revealed that theory was an image of social reality, while social physio¬ 
gnomies interpreted social reality as an image of theory. In the tone row, no one 
note had more significance than the others, and Adorno treated social phertOni 
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ena similarly, so that, for example, “automobile junk yards . . . drowned cats, 
all these apocryphal realms on the edges of civilization move suddenly into the 
center .” 31 

The real issue is whether Adorno’s attempt at a revolution within philos¬ 
ophy, modeled self-consciously after Schonberg, in fact succumbed to the same 
fate, whether his principle of antisystem itself became a system. The whole 
point of his relentless insistence on negativity was to resist repeating in thought 
the structures of domination and reification that existed in society, so that 
instead of reproducing reality, consciousness could be critical, so that reason 
would recognize its own nonidentity with social reality, on the one hand, and 
material nature’s nonidentity with the categorizing consciousness that passed 
for rationality, on the other. While the first of these (reason’s nonidentity 
with reality) was the essence of Horkheimer’s Critical Theory, the second 
(the object’s nonidentity with the concept) was indebted to Benjamin: 

Benjamin’s concept of experience refers to the particular, and almost the 
entire effort of his philosophy can be defined as an attempt to rescue the 
particular. The disgrace in America consists of the fact that precisely here, 
where the particular is totally destroyed by the general, where in place of 
experience there exists the repetition of the ever-identical, the attempt is 
made to represent the particular as if it survived. 32 

It cannot be disputed that despite its dialectical complexity, Adorno’s position 
had an immanent consistency — indeed, he was philosophically the most strin¬ 
gent of all the Frankfurt “School.” But at the boundaries of his thinking loomed 
a paradox which even dialectics couldn’t dissolve. According to Adorno, “non¬ 
participation” ( nicht-mitmachen) was absolutely necessary in order to keep 
alive the capacity for experience of the nonidentical: 

. . . being consumed, swallowed up, is indeed just what I understand as 
“participation” [Mitmachen] which is so totally characteristic for the 
new anthropological [type] — the lack of curiosity. No longer wanting 
to know anything new, above all anything that is open and unguarded. 
The guardedness as well of the revolution. . . . 33 

But at the same time, in order to prevent identifying with the given, thought 
could never experience the new as new: “Only he who recognizes the most 
modern as the ever-identical serves that which would be different .” 34 

Hence, in the name of revolution, thought could never acknowledge a 
revolutionary situation; in the name of utopia, it could never work for utopia’s 
realization. Adorno ensured perhaps too successfully that reason did not become 
“instrumental.” For instrumental reason preserved a moment of “use value” 
which negative dialectics had to abandon. The result was that as opposites, 
they too converged: instrumental reason lost sight of rational goals, ceased 
to be a means, and became an end in itself; but negative dialectics abrogated 
political utility, and thus became an end in itself us well The name of the 
constellation in which they converged was fetishism, and once again, twelve- 
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tone music provides the model. 35 Adorno recognized that twelve-tone com¬ 
posing, in an attempt to avoid the domination of tonality, adhered to rules 
more constraining than before: “It enchains music by liberating it.” 36 But did 
he see that the logical structure of his own essays became increasingly predic¬ 
table, so that, just as in twelve-tone composing, 

Structure as such is to be correct rather than meaningful. The question 
which twelve-tone music asks of the composer is not how musical meaning 
is to be organized, but rather, how organization is to become meaningful. 37 

In Negative Dialektik , Adorno warned that thinking must avoid making the 
dialectic itself a first principle — “prima dialectica. ” 38 But he was driven toward 
this in spite of himself, perhaps indeed by the “objective demands” of the 
material. When the principle of twelve-tone technique became “total,” the 
dynamics of the new music was “brought to a standstill.” 39 But when the 
method of negative dialectics became total, philosophy threatened to come 
to a standstill as well, and the New Left of the 1960s not unjustly criticized 
Adorno for taking Critical Theory into a dead end. The staticness, the quality 
of incantation, that he so criticized in Benjamin’s work was not lacking in his 
own. Did the perpetual motion of Adorno’s arguments go anywhere? Did 
they lead out of the bourgeois interieur or simply hang suspended within it 
like the new art form of mobiles? 

In his criticism of Husserl, Adorno praised this bourgeois thinker for taking 
idealism to its limits, claiming he had only to “step through the open door to 
the world of things” 40 in order to transcend idealism and escape the confines 
of subjectivity. But it is debatable whether Adorno himself made that step, 
which perhaps would have necessitated breaking the taboo against positivity. 
What he criticized in Husserl was ultimately true of himself: “the philosophical 
creator, who once planned a better social contract, is once again only the creator 
of philosophy.” 41 

An acquaintance of Adorno once commented: 

Adorno, as far as I can see, never took a trip out of the simple desire to 
see. Europe sufficed for him entirely. No India or China, no Third World, 
not the people’s democracies and not the workers’ movements. 42 

This personal characteristic is perhaps not insignificant. The material of the 
philosopher in the bourgeois era is the written text, and no matter how much 
he “enters into it,” he remains within a private sphere: 

In his text, the writer sets up house. Just as he trundles papers, books, 
pencils, documents untidily from room to room, he creates the same dis¬ 
order in his thoughts. They become pieces of furniture that he sinks into, 
content or irritable, lie strokes them affect ionalely, wears them out, mixes 
them up, re-arranges, ruins them. For a man who no longer has a home 
land, writing becomes a place to live 43 
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a new system detachable from the historical development of music. There 
was, he felt, no reason why a tone row couldn’t contain eleven instead 
of twelve tones. (Letter, Adorno to Krenek, April 9, 1929, Adorno und 
Krenek: Briefwechsel, pp. 11-18.) By 1934 Adorno’s reservations re¬ 
garding the twelve-tone system had increased. (. Ibid ., pp. 48-56.) 

153. There was in philosophy a Kierkegaard renaissance and a popularity of 
Lebensphilosophie in general. In art, certain aspects of the neue Sach- 
lichkeit (new objectivity) were the opposite of objective; in music, prim¬ 
itivism and modernity converged with the impact of jazz. 

154. Schonberg and Berg were not alone in their interest in astrology and the 
occult. Horoscopes were widely read, and mediums did a great business 
in Frankfurt (see Madlen Lorei and Richard Kirn, Frankfurt und die 
goldenen zwanziger Jahren [Frankfurt am Main: Verlag Frankfurter 
Bucher, 1966], pp. 123-124). On irrationalism as a theme of the new 
motion pictures, see Siegfried Kracauer, From Caligari to Hitler: A Psy¬ 
chological History of the German Film (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton Uni¬ 
versity Press, 1947). 

155. “Der Begriff des Unbewussten in der transcendentalen Seelenlehre” 
(1927), published posthumously in Adorno, GS 1, pp. 81 -322. 

156. Adorno noted that in the Parallelogism section of the Critique of Pure 
Reason Kant’s argument ruled out an ontological psychology of the 
unconscious; however, the possibility of a rational psychology was not 
challenged. {Ibid., p. 105.) 

157. Adorno argued that the weakness in Kant’s theory which had provided 
irrational 1st philosophies of the unconscious with a ground for legitimation 
was connected with the thing-in-itseif doctrine that left the way open 
for a return of metaphysical dogmatism, (Ibid,, p. 95.) 

158. By demonstrating that these philosophers of the unconscious were in¬ 
ternally contradictory, that they were actually dependent on the Kantian¬ 
ism they purported to transcend, Adorno justified returning to a Kantian 
approach to the problem. {Ihid lt p. 103.) 
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159. In Adorno’s own time vitalist and organicist theories were most prevalent 
in the field of psychology. The “dominant streams” in psychology, in¬ 
cluding Gestaltist theory, “operate with the concept of the organic as 
central, and believe to have in this concept an effective means for fighting 
against every 'rationalism,’” and to this end, they “make use of the con¬ 
cept of the unconscious.” (Ibid., p. 316.) 

160. A Freudian Institute was founded in Berlin in the twenties, and Adorno 
may have had his interest sparked through friends there. Ernst Bloch 
(whom he did not, however, befriend until 1928) wrote a very avant- 
garde early article, “Beitrag zu den Traumen nach Coitus interruptus,” 
Zentralblatt fiir Psycho-Analyse 2 (1911-1912), and Freud is mentioned 
in Bloch’s Geist der Utopie (which Adorno read in 1921). 

161. Adorno wrote later to Benjamin that he read Freud while on the Italian 
Riviera: “I know San Remo from 1927; first I was there for a while with 
Gretel [Karplus, later Adorno’s wife], then for several months alone; it 
was the period during which I was busy with Freud.” (Letter, Adorno to 
Benjamin, December 5, 1934, Frankfurt am Main, Adorno Estate.) It 
is possible that Gretel, who studied biology and medicine in Berlin, first 
interested Adorno in Freud. 

162. Freud wrote the “Vorlesungen zur Einfiihrung in die Psychoanalyse” 
before he posited the death instinct as an ontological source of aggression, 
and before his interpretation of history in the metaphysical terms of a 
“battle of giants” between Eros and Thanatos. Adorno noted that even in 
these early lectures, there were ontological tendencies which “one could 
not avoid recognizing” (he included the Oedipal theory) (ibid., pp. 288- 
289); but he claimed that Freud’s theory “divorces itself much further 
from metaphysical arbitrariness than, for example, the theories of Jung 
and Adler. . . .” (Ibid., p. 240.) 

163. Shortly before his death, Adorno commented that the “major mistake” 
of his Kant-Freud study was “that it relates Freud onesidedly to the 
cognitive theory of, e.g., Mach and Avenarius, and that it neglects the 
materialist moment which is present in Freud from the very beginning, 
which is signified by him through the fundamental concept of genital 
desire [Organlust] .” (Adorno, cited in the editorial afterword, ibid., 
pp. 381-382.) 

164. Ibid., p. 236. 

165. Ibid., p. 231. 

166. Early support for Freud had come from the aesthetic avant-garde , es¬ 
pecially the surrealists, as Adorno was well aware. 

167. Ibid., p. 317. 

168. Ibid., p. 318. 

169. Ibid, 

170. Ibid. 

171 . Ibid , p. 319, 

172. fbtdj 
173 It J 
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174. Ibid. 

175. Ibid., p. 321. 

176. Ibid. Adorno cited, however, Freud’s statement “The motive of human 
society is in the last analysis an economic one. . . .” {Ibid., p. 322.) 

177. . . with the knowledge of unconscious contents alone nothing is achieved, 
so long as the situation of social reality remains unchanged.” {Ibid., p. 
321.) 

178. Ibid. 

179. Ibid., p. 316. 

180. Ibid., p. 322. 

181. Horkheimer’s Habilitationsschrift, also written for Cornelius, was en¬ 
titled, “Kants Kritik der Urteilskraft als Bindeglied zwischen theoretischer 
und praktischer Philosophic.” Horkheimer argued that the Kantian duality 
between practical and pure reason could and must be reconciled. (Jay, 
The Dialectical Imagination, p. 77 .) 

182. In regard to Freudian theory, whether Horkheimer prompted Adorno’s 
interest or vice versa cannot be discerned. But in 1928 Horkheimer under¬ 
went analysis with Freud’s student Karl Landauer for a brief time, al¬ 
legedly concerning his difficulties in lecturing without notes. In 1929 
Landauer founded the Frankfurt Psychoanalytic Institute, which soon 
counted Erich Fromm among its members and which worked closely 
with Horkheimer in the thirties on projects of the Institut fiir SoziaT 
forschung. {Ibid., pp. 27-28.) Horkheimer’s reception of Freud was not 
identical to Adorno’s. The latter was primarily impressed with psycho¬ 
analysis as a cognitive method, whereas Horkheimer, like Fromm, was 
interested in the application of Freudian insights to problems in social 
psychology. Also, Horkheimer earlier than Adorno recognized the mate¬ 
rialism implicit in Freud’s theory of sexuality. 

183. See above, page 10. 

184. The unimaginative nature of the Institute’s Marxism in 1927 is docu¬ 
mented in Jay, The Dialectical Imagination, p. 12. 

185. See W. Jurinetz, “Psychoanalyse und Marxismus” (1925), in Siegfried 
Bernfeld et al., Psychoanalyse und Marxismus: Dokumentation einer 
Kontroverse, introd. Hans Jorg Sandkiihler (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp 
Verlag, 1971), pp. 66-136. 

186. For Marx, ideology was synonymous with idealism, with its presumption 
that the subject, as “pure consciousness,” had an a priori, autonomous 
existence. 

187. He later estimated that by 1933 he had spent in sum almost four years 
there. 

188. They married in 1938, when Adorno was in England. Adorno was not a 
feminist. Although his wife was university-educated, her “career” was 
largely as Adorno’s secretary. They had no children. 

189. Kracauer, who had been employed as feuilletonist for Hie Frankfurter 
Zeltung since 1920 und published a successful novel Ginsler in 1928, 
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was promoted in 1930 to director of the FZ's cultural section in Berlin. 
(Jay, “The Extraterritorial Life of Siegfried Kracauer,” pp. 56 ff.) 

190. Bloch was supporting himself as a free-lance writer, and Adorno^ met 
him through Benjamin in 1928. Bloch wrote Adorno, expressing interest 
in the Kant-Freud study and requesting a copy, but Adorno did not 
oblige the request, an indication of his own disenchantment. (Conversa¬ 
tion with Rolf Tiedemann, Padenghe, Italy, March 1973.) 

191. The year of Brecht’s great success The Three-Penny Opera , for which 
Weill wrote the music and in which Lenya played the leading lady, was 
1928. Karl Kraus defended Brecht in Die Fackel against the charge of 
the Berlin critic Alfred Kerr that Brecht had plagiarized Villon’s songs 
in the opera — one example of the overlap of intellectual circles between 
the cities where Adorno lived. Also, Gropius, who headed the Bauhaus, 
with which the painter Moholy-Nagy was connected, was the third hus¬ 
band of Alma Mahler Werfel. 

192. Radio Conversation between Adorno and Lenya, tape recording, Frankfurt 
am Main, Adorno Estate. 

193. Ibid . 

194. Brecht had begun reading Marx seriously in 1926, motivated by a desire 
to understand the machinations of capitalist economy. He became close 
to Erwin Piscator, whose proletarian theater was experimental in its 
technical aspects and in its radical leftist goal of mobilizing the masses. 
It was Piscator who first developed “epic drama,” which became a central 
concept in Brecht’s Marxist aesthetics. 

195. Most of the Berlin group were Communist sympathizers withou! being 
Party members, although Hanns Eisler belonged to the Party. 

196. Cf. Walter Benjamin, Understanding Brecht , trans. Anna Bostock, introd. 
Stanley Mitchell (London: NLB, 1973), p. 93. See also Benjamin’s essays 
on Brecht’s epic theater in ibid. , pp. 1-26. 

197. Korsch’s essay “Marxismus und Philosophic,” which argued dial the 
Hegelian dialectic was fundamental to Marxism, was published in 1923 
in the journal of Carl Griinberg, director of the Frankfurt Instil ule from 
1923 to 1927. Neither Adorno nor Benjamin was much impressed with 
Korsch. Benjamin wrote Adorno in 1930: “I read Korsch: Marxismus 
und Philosophie. Really weak steps — it seems to me — in a good direc¬ 
tion.” (Letter, Benjamin to Adorno, November 10, 1930, Frankfurt 
am Main, Adorno Estate.) During World War II Korscli lived in Boslon, 
and was visited by Brecht. (Bunge, P'ragen Sie tnehr iiher Brecht, p. 92.) 
Breclil had known Korsch since 1928. Adorno also saw Korsch while in 
exile: “Karl Korsch is in Boslon, and il is nol uninleresl ing Io be together 
willi (his inlelligenl and eccentric man once in a while, who is really so 
far loll, dial he praclicalty comes oul again on I he right.” (Letter, Adorno 
lo Krenek, Oclober 20, I 938, Adorno und Krenek: brief wechsel , p. 131.) 

198. “Discussion of the iheoroticul und pruclicul issues ruised by Geschlchte 
und Klam'nhewusstscln und Marxismus und Philosophic In the yearn 

blowing the Immediate uproar of the 1923-1926 period was more 

M 
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extensive than published sources indicate. This was particularly true of 
the discussion of Lukacs’s book. Hans Mayer, for example, has noted 
that during the middle and late 1920s the ‘indirect, underground im¬ 
pact’ of Geschichte und Klassenbewusstsein was ‘amazing.’ Many in¬ 
tellectuals and professors studied it, Mayer recalls, and he adds that ‘around 
1930 it was stylish to speak of “reification” and to apply Lukacs’ inter¬ 
pretation of the Marxian concept of “commodity fetishism” to the prob¬ 
lems of culture.’” (Paul Breines, “Praxis and Its Theorists: The Impact 
of Lukacs and Korsch in the 1920’s,” Telos 11 [ Spring 1972] : 95.) 

199. Georg Lukacs, History and Class Consciousness , trans. Rodney Living¬ 
stone (Cambridge: The M.I.T. Press, 1971), p. 1. 

200. Cf. Paul Honigsheim, “Der Max-Weber-Kreis in Heidelberg,” Kolner 
Vierteljahreshefte fur Soziologie 5 (1926): 270-287. Honigsheim wrote 
that despite their ongoing theoretical disputes, Bloch and Lukacs were 
intellectually two sides of the same coin, and often found themselves in 
accord when arguing against Max Weber. He noted that Heidelberg was 
then a center for foreign radicals and thus “it is no accident that so many 
revolutionaries and Bolsheviks” at that time often came to tea at Weber’s 
home. {Ibid., p. 272.) 

201. Before this time, Adorno was not influenced by this book, but by an 
earlier, pre-Marxist study by Lukacs, Die Theorie des Romans, which he 
read in 1921. This influence, too, was lasting, and will be discussed in 
detail in Chapter 3 below. 

202. Ernst Erich Noth, “In der vermeintlichen Hochburg des Liberalismus: 
Wie man im Frankfurt der dreissiger Jahre studierte,” Frankfurter Rund¬ 
schau, no. 269 November 20, 1971, feuilleton, p. v. 

203. This was the program for the Institute which Horkheimer outlined in his 
inaugural lecture as director. (See Max Horkheimer, “Die gegenwartige 
Lage der Sozialphilosophie und die Aufgaben eines Instituts fur Sozial- 
forschung” [1931], Sozialphilosophische Studien: Aufsatze , Reden und 
Vortrage, 1930-1972, ed. Werner Brede [Frankfurt am Main: Athenaum 
Fischer Taschenbuch Verlag, 1972], pp. 33-46.) 

204. Of course, a Marxist analysis of art could not be separated from social 
analysis, and Adorno had close ties to the Institute when Horkheimer 
became director. Some of Adorno’s most original work was in establishing 
a sociology of music, and this was the topic of the two articles he con¬ 
tributed to the Institute’s journal, the Zeitschrift fur Sozialforschung, 
before becoming an official member of the Institute in 1938: “Zur gesell- 
schaftlichen Lage der Musik” (1932), discussed in Chapter 2, and “Uber 
Jazz” (1936), discussed in Chapter 6. 

205. Benjamin referred to the importance of these “Frankfurt discussions” 
in a laler teller lo Adorno, May 31, 1935 (Benjamin, Hriefe , vol. 2, p. 
663.) 

206. II was firsi evideni in Theodor W Adorno, “Scliuherl” (1928), Moments 
Muslcaux, pp, 18-36. 
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207. See above, page 13. 

208. See above, page 6. Benjamin’s interest in Scholem’s theological research 
was still (and would remain) strong, particularly his work in the mystical 
tradition of the Kabbalah. (Benjamin, Briefe, vol. 2, p. 489 and passim.) 

209. Asja Lacis (b. 1891) studied acting, directing, and film in Moscow during 
the war. In the early twenties she came to Germany and assisted Brechl 
as director, later also Piscator. A Communist, she was connected with 
the Soviet embassy in Berlin. She has published her (not totally reliable) 
memoirs: Asja Lacis, Revolutionar im Beruf: Berichte iiber proletarisches 
Theater, uber Meyerhold, Brecht, Benjamin und Piscator , ed. Hildegaard 
Brenner (Munich: Rogner & Bernhard, 197 1). 

210. Bloch visited them there. (Bloch, “Erinnerungen,” Adorno et al., Uber 
Walter Benjamin , p. 16.) Benjamin wrote Scholem that although the trip 
to Capri hurt his work, it was “to the great benefit of an existential libera¬ 
tion and an intensive insight into the actuality of a radical communism, 
I made the acquaintance of a Russian revolutionary from Riga [Lacis|, 
one of the most splendid women that I have ever met.” (Cited by the 
editors in Walter Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften, 6 vols., ed. Rolf Tiede- 
mann and Hermann Schweppenhauser, vol. 1:3: Abhandlungen [Frankfur! 
am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1974], p. 878.) 

211. Lacis proclaimed: “I can safely say that the fact that Walter Benjamin 
did not go to Palestine was my doing.” (Lacis, Revolutionar im Beruf , 
p. 45.) She was certainly instrumental in Benjamin’s repeated postpone¬ 
ment of his trip to Palestine (see his letter to Scholem September 18, 
1929, in Benjamin, Briefe, vol. 2, p. 501), yet up until his death in 1940 
he never totally dismissed the possibility of resettling there. 

212. Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften 1:3: Abhandlungen, pp. 878-879. 

213. Lacis, Revolutionar im Beruf, pp. 43^-5. Benjamin had already begun to 
concern himself with the problem of a materialist aesthetics, and was 
reading Lukacs’s Geschichte und Klassenbewusstsein in that connection. 
But although he mentioned Lukacs in the Trauerspiel book, it “does not 
exhibit the slightest trace of his concern with Marxism.” (Editor’s com 
ment, Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften 1:3: Abhandlungen, p. 879.) 

214. Cf. above, page 6. 

215. Walter Benjamin, Der Be griff der Kunstkritik in der deutschcn Romanfik 
(first published Bern: Francke Verlag, 1920), in Benjamin, Gesammelte 
Schriften 1:1: Abhandlungen, pp. 7-122. 

216. Cornelius claimed he couldn’t understand a word of it. The story of 
Benjamin’s great struggle to habilitate and thereby enter an academic 
career is documented in Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften 1:3: Abhand 
lungen, pp. 869-884. 

217. lie visited Moscow with Asja Lacis in the winter of 1926-1927, and 
(hen lived and wrote in Berlin, where l acis introduced him to Brecht. 
Benjamin’s friendship with him dates from May 1929 (see Scholem, 
Walter Benjamin Die Geschichte einer Freundschaft> p I 98) 
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218. See above, page 20. 

219. Letter, Adorno to Benjamin, November 10, 1938, Adorno, Uber Walter 
Benjamin , p. 136. 

220. Letter, Benjamin to Adorno, May 31, 1935, Benjamin, Briefe , vol. 2, 
p. 663. 

221. Adorno, “Erinnerungen” (1966), Uber Walter Benjamin , p. 69. Precisely 
which excerpts Benjamin read to Adorno, cannot be determined, as the 
Passagenarbeit, which was never finished, is composed of a largely un¬ 
dated collection of essays, notes and drafts written during the thirteen 
years from 1927 until Benjamin’s death. 

222. Letter, Benjamin to Max Rychner, March 7, 1931, Benjamin, Briefe , 
vol. 2, p. 523. 

223. Benjamin’s statement that knowledge of the Kabbalah was necessary 
for understanding his Trauerspiel study mystified Scholem, who didn’t 
at all consider it a Kabbalist text (Scholem, Walter Benjamin: Die 
Geschichte einer Freundschaft , p. 158). But the similarity was one of 
cognitive structure rather than content. The method of Kabbalist exegesis 
was to decipher both texts and natural phenomena as hieroglyphs in 
which even the smallest details could be made to reveal truth unintended 
by the words of the texts or the every-day meaning of the phenomena. 
The method was through a logic of correspondences across the boundaries 
of conceptual schema; the goal was the revelation of truth which took 
on meaning within a constellation with the present, and this often meant 
a total overturning of traditional, rabbinical interpretations (idem, Major 
Trends in Jewish Mysticism [New York: Schocken Books, 1967]). All of 
these were characteristics of Benjamin’s and Adorno’s “dialectical,” 
“materialist” method as well, as will be demonstrated. 

224. Benjamin, “Uber das Programm der kommenden Philosophic” (1918), 
Zur Kritik der Gewalt und andere Aufsatze; see above, page 6. 

225. Already in 1924, while working on the non-Marxist Trauerspiel study, 
Benjamin was struck with the fact that “Lukacs, starting from political 
reflections, comes at least partially, and perhaps not quite so fully as I 
first thought, to statements in cognitive theory which are very familiar to 
me or faithful [to my own thinking].” (Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften 
1:3: Abhandlungen, pp. 878-879.) 

226. Benjamin wrote to Adorno that it was necessary “not to 'apply’ Marxism 
to the letter, but to work with him and that means, for us all, to struggle 
with him.” (Letter, Benjamin to Adorno, July 17, 1931, Frankfurt am 
Main, Adorno Estate.) 

227. Letter, Benjamin to Adorno, May 31, 1935, Benjamin, Briefe , vol. 2, 
p. 663. 

228. As was noted (see note 206), Adorno’s 1928 article, “Schubert” used 
Benjamin’s vocabulary. But there was nothing Marxist about it, and more¬ 
over, it spoke affirmatively of “ontology,” which I heir Konigstein program 
explicitly opposed. Significantly, Adorno deleted all references to ontology' 
when he republished the Schubert essay in Moments Muxtcaux in 1964. 
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The foreword to this edition noted that he had made changes only when 
“too embarrassed” by the original. 

229. It had indeed the quality of a conversion, even if Adorno clearly influ 
enced Benjamin at this meeting as well as vice versa. The theoretical task 
begun by Benjamin was henceforth one that they shared. 

230. Cf., however, Adorno’s article, “Nachtmusik” (1929), reprinted in Mo 
merits Musicaux , which appeared in the first months of that year, and 
which referred to the ideological function of joy in contemporary music 
and its relationship to the class structure of society, but did not make use 
of Benjamin’s vocabulary. The 1928 Schubert essay had the Trauerspiel 
language but not the Marxist critique; “Nachtmusik” had the Marxist 
critique and not the Trauerspiel language. But from the fall of 1929 On 
they were always there in combination. 

231. “. . . the suffering of every individual has entered into the class struggle 
and turned itself against the continuance of the bourgeois order.” (Theo¬ 
dor Wiesengrund-Adorno, “Die Oper Wozzeck” [1929], Der Schein 
werfer: Blatter der Stadtischen Biihnen Essen 3, 4 [ 1929-1930], p. 5.) 

232. The roughness of the article lay in the fact that this convergence was 
simply postulated, affirmed on the basis of analogy, rather than analyt¬ 
ically demonstrated, as it would be in his later articles. Cf., e.g., the state¬ 
ment: “Still, just as the suffering of oppressed people even today has not 
been removed by the class struggle [a critique of the USSR?], so little, 
too, has art disappeared which has this suffering as its object. Out of 
such contradictions the music of Wozzeck emerges.” {Ibid., p. 5.) 

233. Ibid., pp. 7-8. 

234. These included the concepts of tragic drama, mythic images {Bilder), 
disintegration, and “the smallest particles.” 

235. The more muted radicalism of the Kierkegaard study (and other writings 
by Adorno in the thirties) compared with the 1929 article on Wozzeck 
can be explained by historical events (world depression brought lh,e 
Nazis, not the leftist revolutionaries, into power) as well as by the fact 
that Marxist theory was not popular in academic circles. 

236. Adorno’s Kierkegaard study, written in 1929-1931, revised and first 
published in 1933, is discussed in some detail in Chapter 7. 

237. Tillich’s intellectual position was quite different, and he cannot be said 
to have influenced Adorno. Their relationship was a personal one. (Tillich 
was friends with Horkheimer as well.) Tillich’s widow has recently written 
that “the immensely talented Teddy Adorno” was included in their 
group of friends in Frankfurt? “Our friend Teddy played I he Threepenny 
| Opera | melodies on ecstat ic evenings — al ter a good dinner and many 
good wines in the good city of Frankfurt. 

“Marlene Dietrich’s ‘Falling in Love Again’ unci Lotte Lcnya’s songs 
from The Threepenny Opera were the songs of the day. When Teddy sat 
down at the great piano and let go, we all listened.” (Hannah Tillich, 
Emm Time to Time I New York; Stein and Day, 1973 ], pp, 142-143,) 
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CHAPTER 2 

1. This 1931 speech, which contained in embryonic form the theoretical posi¬ 
tion of his 1966 philosophical testament, Negative Dialektik, was not pub¬ 
lished in Adorno’s lifetime. It first appeared in 1973, in Theodor W. Adorno, 
Gesammelte Schriften, vol. 1: Friihe philosophische Schriften, ed. Rolf 
Tiedemann (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1973), pp. 325-344. 

2. Cf., e.g., Martin Jay, The Dialectical Imagination: A History of the Frank¬ 
furt School and the Institute of Social Research, 1923-1950 (Boston: 
Little, Brown, 1973), pp. 56 and 262. 

3. Theodor W. Adorno, Negative Dialectics, trans. E. B. Ashton (New York: 
The Seabury Press, 1973), p. 3;cf. pp. 143, 205-206, 244-245. 

4. Jay, The Dialectical Imagination, pp. 43-44. It should be noted, however, 
that Horkheimer also never outlined a program for revolutionary praxis 
in his writings. And although the Institute under his direction compiled a 
major research project on proletariat consciousness (see Studien iiber 
Autoritdt und Familie, ed. Max Horkheimer [Paris: Felix Alcan, 1936]), 
this work was not combined with direct political engagement. 

5. Adorno did specifically mention the proletariat in several of his early 
music articles, and on at least one occasion he made positive reference (if 
indirect) to revolutionary violence of an anarchist nature. Speaking of the 
gallery, the cheapest seats in the theater (folding chairs, out of which to 
build the barricades), he envisioned the simultaneous freeing of both art 
and its occupants: “Not until the shot let loose from the gallery goes 
through the heart of the player of the main villain like a shooting-range 
figure does the gallery rescue itself and the stage at the same time.” (Theodor 
W. Adorno, “Galerie” (1931), Quasi una Fantasia: Musikalische Schriften 
//[Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1963], p. 99.) 

6. Cf. Theodor W. Adorno, “Marginalien zu Theorie und Praxis” (n.d.), Stich- 
worte: Kritische Modelle 2 (Frankfurt am Main: edition Suhrkamp, 1969), 
pp. 169-191. 

7. Georg Lukacs, History and Class Consciousness, trans. Rodney Livingstone 
(Cambridge, Mass.: The M.I.T. Press, 1971), p. 170. 

8. Ibid., p. 34. 

9. Ibid., p. 170. 

10. It should be noted that Lukacs was strongly indebted not only to his former 
teacher Max Weber, but to the neo-Hegelian Wilhelm Dilthey, for the idea 
that a common structure was manifested in all societal aspects of a given 
historical era. Lukacs himself acknowledged his debt to Dilthey. ( Ibid 
p. 153.) But there was a significant difference. Dilthey’s concept of struc¬ 
tures was merely descriptive, whereas Lukacs’ commodity structure was an 
analytical tool which was supposed to reveal the true nature of society and 
of its historical development. 

I I. Ibid., p. 83. 
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12. Ibid., p. 54. 

13. Ibid . 

14. Alfred Schmidt, “Die Zeitschrift furSozialforschung: Geschichte und gegen 
wartige Bedeutung,” introduction to Zeitschrift fur Sozialforschung, 2nd 
ed. (Munich: Kosel-Verlag, 1970), vol. l,p. 34. 

15. Cf. Adorno’s first article for the Zeitschrift fur Sozialforschung, journal of 
Horkheimer’s Frankfurt Institute, “Zur gesellschaftlichen Lage der Musik 
(1932), discussed below. 

16. Theodor W. Adorno, Negative Dialektik (1966), Gesammelte Schriften, 
vol. 6, ed. Rolf Tiedemann (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1973), 
p. 191. 

17. Lukacs, History and Class Consciousness, p. 83. Adorno was criticizing his 
own earlier position when he wrote in 1966: “Thought easily flatters and 
consoles itself with the belief that in the solution of reification and com 
modity structure it possesses the philosopher’s stone.” (Adorno, Negative 
Dialektik, p. 189). 

18. Adorno, “Die Aktualitat der Philosophic” (1931), GS 1, p. 337. 

19. See Chapter 1. 

20. For a discussion of their stress on cognitive “truth” in comparison with 
Horkheimer’s orientation toward ethical praxis, see Chapter 4, pages 65- 
69. In 1923 Benjamin expressly rejected the evaluation of art in letm 
of its effects: “No poem is intended for the reader, no picture for (lie be¬ 
holder, no symphony for the listener.” (Walter Benjamin, “The Task of 
the Translator” [1923], Illuminations, ed. and introd. Hannah Arendt, 
trans. Harry Zohn [New York: Schocken Books, 1969], p. 69.) 

21. Letter, Benjamin to Max Rychner, March 7, 1931, in Walter Benjamin, 
Briefe, 2 vols., ed. Gershom Scholem and Theodor W. Adorno (Frankfurt 
am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1966), vol. 2, p. 524. Later in Hie thirties, 
when Benjamin, under Brecht’s influence, wrote essays affirming the 
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Marx’s desire for the unity of man and nature, but he claims that this was 
“the very soul wtiirh Adorno and Horkheimer were luter to emphasize In 
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opposition to Marx.” (Jay, The Dialectical Imagination, p. 144.) He has 
noted that the question of interpretation here is whether the young Marx’s 
goal was the total identity of Geist and Natur (which Adorno and Hork- 
heimer did not support) or merely their mutual mediation (i.e., “recon¬ 
ciliation”). (Letter, Martin Jay to me, September 21, 1973.) 

153. In 1966 Adorno wrote that despite Marx’s materialist reversal of Hegel’s 
dialectic of history, both Engels and Marx tended to deify history, and 
their faith in economic forces encouraged them to endorse the bourgeois 
program of domination of nature. (Adorno, Negative Dialektik, GS 6, pp. 
242, 315.) Still, even when the late Marx in the introduction to Kapital 
spoke of the evolution of capitalist society as a “process of natural history” 
which moved “with iron necessity towards inevitable results,” Adorno 
argued (against Engels) that this needed to be interpreted in the critical 
spirit which he had made his own, i.e., that Marx’s use of the term “nature” 
was meant to criticize capitalist development as not truly historical, as 
“pre-history” ( vor-Geschichte ), as Marx elsewhere defined all previous 
history. ( Ibid ., pp. 347-349.) 

For a critique of the interpretation that Marx had a teleology of history, 
see Alfred Schmidt, Der Begriff der Natur in der Lehre von Marx, rev. and 
enl. (Frankfurt am Main: Europaische Verlagsanstalt, 1971), pp. 29-30. 
Schmidt states that “the materialist dialectic is non-teleological. ... He 
who has grasped human history up until the present has in no way thereby 
grasped a direction of the world.” {Ibid., p. 29.) 

154. Of course Adorno had always maintained this position (see Chapter 2, 
pages 35-36), but there is no doubt that in the early thirties he believed 
the revolution in art and the disintegration of bourgeois cognitive forms in 
some way heralded a progressive social revolution, and hence was himself 
not fully free of the bourgeois myth of progress. If Dialektik der Aufkla- 
rung is a more sober estimate of the revolutionary powers of reason, his 
important critique of Schonberg written during the same period was based 
on a parallel argument: Schonberg’s dialectical break from bourgeois 
tonality, which liberated music from the domination of tonal laws, had 
fallen back into a new form of domination, the closed system and set 
rules of twelve-tone composition. (See Theodor W. Adorno, Philosophy 
of Modern Music , trans. Anne G. Mitchell and Wesley V. Blomster (New 
York: The Seabury Press, 1973.) 

155. Horkheimer and Adorno maintained the position that the triumph of the 
bourgeois class, and also of the Soviet dictatorship of the proletariat, had 
transformed the economic base while leaving the structure of domination 
intact. 


CHAPTER 4 

1. Adorno’s advocation of a principle of nonidentity may have been prompted 
as a critical response to Heidegger’s focus on identity as the centra! theme, 
no! only of bourgeois idealism, bul of all Western philosophy since Par 
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menides. Of course, rejection of the Hegelian identity of subject and object 
(i.e., belief that the real is rational, and the rational is real) was an early 
notion, dating back to Adorno’s first acceptance of Marxism. It was actually 
Horkheimer who first articulated the case against this idealist premise. (See 
especially Max Horkheimer, Anfange der burgerlichen Geschichtsphiloso - 
phie [Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1930], pp. 185-197; idem , “Hegel und das 
Problem der Metaphysik,” Festschrift fur Carl Grunberg: Zum 70. Ge- 
burtstag [Leipzig: Verlag von C. L. Hirschfeld, 1932], pp. 185-197.) The 
implications of this rejection of identity for Adorno’s theory of history 
have been discussed in Chapter 3. However, rejection of Hegel’s subject- 
object identity comprised only one aspect of Adorno’s “principle of non¬ 
identity.” Other levels were far more indebted to Benjamin than to either 
Hegel or Horkheimer, as will be demonstrated. 

2. He first used this term in his Hegel seminars during the 1950s, but his 
philosophy was not officially christened “negative dialectics” until 1966, 
with the appearance of the book by the same name. As late as the 1963 
foreword to his three essays on Hegel, Adorno referred only generally to 
his efforts as formulations of “an altered concept of the dialectic.” (Theo¬ 
dor W. Adorno, Drei Studien zu Hegel [Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp 
Verlag, 1969], p. 8.) 

3. In a note to the German edition of Negative Dialektik (which has been 
omitted in the English translation) Adorno wrote: “The idea of a logic of 
disintegration is the oldest of his [the author’s] philosophical conceptions, 
going back to his student years.” (Theodor W. Adorno, Negative Dialektik , 
Gesammelte Schriften, vol. 6, ed. Rolf Tiedemann [Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp Verlag, 1973], p. 409.) That its intention was compatible with 
Adorno’s later theory is clear from the following statement: “Its [negative 
dialectic’s] notion does not tend to the identity in the difference between 
each object and its concept; instead it is suspicious of all identity. Its logic 
is one of disintegration. . . .” (Theodor W. Adorno, Negative Dialectics , 
trans. E. B. Ashton [New York: The Seabury Press, 1973], p. 145.) 

4. See Chapter 3. 

5. Walter Benjamin, “Paris: — The Capital of the Nineteenth Century” (1935), 
trans. Quintin Hoare, in Charles Baudelaire: A Lyric Poet in the Era of 
High Capitalism, trans. Harry Zohn (London, NLB, 1973), p. 176. 

6. See above, Chapter 2. 

7. The word in German is more dialectical than this English translation: the 
prefix um implies the reversal, not just a reshaping, of the categories. How¬ 
ever, the translation in the passage below seems overintellectualized and 
abstract: “Brecht has coined the phrase ‘functional transformation’ [Um- 
funktionierung] to describe the transformation of forms and instruments 
of production by a progressive intelligentsia — an intelligentsia interested 
in liberating the means of production and hence active in the class strug¬ 
gle.” (Waller Benjamin, “The Author as Producer,” Understanding Brecht, 
trans. Anna Bostock | London: NLB, 19731, p. 93.) 

8. For Hegel (and for Adorno) philosophical method was not a formal set of 
rules to be learnedBy to be experienced and articulated, 
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9. As Adorno noted, the term “Critical Theory” was “Horkheimer’s phrasing” 
(Adorno, Negative Dialectics, p. 197); it was Horkheimer who first out¬ 
lined its distinguishing characteristics in his 1937 article in the Zeitschrift 
fur Sozialforschung “Traditionelle und kritische Theorie.” (See Max Hork¬ 
heimer, “Traditional and Critical Theory,” Critical Theory, trans. Matthew 
J. O’Connell et al. [New York: Herder and Herder, 1972], pp. 188-243.) 

10. As he later recalled in comparing himself to Horkheimer: “I, however, by 
background and early development, was an artist, a musician, yet animated 
by an impulse to account for art and its possibility in the present, where 
something objective desired expression as well, a suspicion of the insuffi¬ 
ciency of naive aesthetic procedure in view of the tendencies of society.” 
(Theodor W. Adorno, “Offener Brief an Max Horkheimer,” Die Zeit, Feb¬ 
ruary 12, 1965, p. 32.) 

11. A study of Mannheim went through two revisions (1934 and 1937) yet 
never appeared in the journal — a third revision was finally published else¬ 
where (Theodor W. Adorno, “Uber Mannheims Wissenssoziologie” [ 1953] 
reprinted in Prismen [Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1955]). A 
1937 article on Husserl, revised by Adorno in 1938, was never published. 
Copies of both drafts are in the Adorno Estate. 

12. In the 1932 article (which was discussed in detail in Chapter 2) and the 
more than forty short pieces on music which he published in a variety of 
journals and newspapers during the thirties, Adorno laid the groundwork 
for an aesthetic philosophy whose formulation occupied him until his 
death. (A lengthy, unfinished book ms., Aesthetische Theorie , was pub¬ 
lished posthumously in 1970 as vol. 7 of the Gesammelte Schriften.) I am 
not suggesting that the early music essays in the Zeitschrift fur Sozialfor¬ 
schung, which contained elements of an aesthetic theory as well as a critical 
theory of mass culture, were insignificant compared with his book-length 
philosophical studies; my point is simply that, whereas the Institute was 
more interested in a (philosophical) sociology of art, Adorno’s primary 
concern was in (sociological) philosophy — of aesthetics as well as of epis¬ 
temological cognition. 

13. As he stated in 1932, the idealist premise, the identity of subject and ob¬ 
ject, “has long since collapsed, and with it, the edifice of Hegelian philoso¬ 
phy. . . . ‘Absolute’ philosophy ... is a thing of the past.” (Horkheimer, 
“Hegel und das Problem der Metaphysik,” p. 192.) 

14. Horkheimer’s faith that the social sciences could answer the traditional 
questions of philosophy through empirical research was not something 
Adorno shared. Against this tendency, Adorno, as he later recalled, tried to 
“strengthen the antipositivistic, speculative bent” of Horkheimer. (Theo¬ 
dor W. Adorno, “Offener Brief an Max Horkheimer,” p. 3 2.) 

15. These two theories, he felt, provided “a formulation of the old | philo¬ 
sophical! questions more appropriate to the state of our present knowl¬ 
edge. . . (Max Horkheimer, “Die gegenwart ige Lage der Sozialphilosophie 
und die Aufgaben eines Instituts ITir Sozialforschung” | 1931 I, Sozial 
philosophische Studien: Aufsdtze, Re den und Vortrage, 1930-19 72, ed. 
Werner Brede | Frankfurt urn Main: Alhoniium Fischer Taschenhueh Ver- 
118,19721^.43.) 






Notes 


235 


16. He advocated “a continuous dialectical penetration and development be¬ 
tween philosophical theory and the practice of the single scientific disci¬ 
plines. . . .” {Ibid., p. 40.) 

17. As he wrote in his inaugural speech: “Only an essentially undialectical 
philosophy, one which aims at ahistorical truth, could maintain that the 
old problems could simply be removed by forgetting them and starting 
fresh from the beginning.” (Theodor W. Adorno, “Die Aktualitat der 
Philosophic” [1931], Gesammelte Schriften, vol. 1: Friihe philosophische 
Schriften, ed. Rolf Tiedemann [Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 
1973], p. 339.) 

18. In a letter to Benjamin, March 18, 1936, Adorno wrote: “I might perhaps 
first adhere to our old method of immanent criticism.” (Theodor W. 
Adorno, Uber Walter Benjamin [Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 
1970] ,p. 127.) 

19. For an English summary of Horkheimer’s writings of the early thirties see 
Martin Jay, The Dialectical Imagination: A History of the Frankfurt School 
and the Institute of Social Research, 1923-1950 (Boston: Little, Brown, 
1973), pp. 44-65. 

20. Horkheimer’s prime concern was Ideologiekritik, i.e., how it was that 
(bourgeois) “views valid in themselves and theoretical and aesthetic works 
of undeniably high quality can in certain circumstances operate ideologi¬ 
cally. . . .” (Horkheimer, “Notes on Science and the Crisis” [ 1932], Criti¬ 
cal Theory, p. 7.) Adorno, convinced as he was that the social invalidity of 
bourgeois thought was manifested immanently, would not have held that 
such thought could be “valid in itself”; at the same time he believed that 
ideology, correctly interpreted, was the source of truth. 

21. The distinction can be illustrated by comparing Adorno’s critical analysis 
of the concept of history with two early essays by Horkheimer. Adorno’s 
approach, outlined in his 1932 speech to the Kantgesellschaft in Frankfurt, 
was to juxtapose the antithetical concepts of nature and history in 
such a way that neither was posited as the foundation of an affirmative 
philosophy of history. His argument was dialectical and polemical rather 
than descriptive. In contrast, in a 1930 essay, Anfange der burgerlichen 
Geschichtsphilosophie , Horkheimer’s approach was to outline the histor¬ 
ical development of the bourgeois concept of history from Machiavelli 
to Vico and Hegel, identifying both progressive and regressive elements 
in it, in view of those elements’ ideological function. His program for a 
present theory of history, which he outlined in a speech delivered to 
tlie same Kantgesellschaft mentioned above, suggested that the problem, 
formerly the concern of the metaphysician, could now best be dealt 
willi by Marx’s “scientific” theory and (Freudian) psychology. (See 
“Gesehichte line! Psychologie” | 19321, reprinted in Max Horkheimer, 
Krilische Theorie: Fine Dokumentation, 2 vols. ed, Alfred Schmidt | Frank 
furt am Main: S. Fischer Verlag, 1968 I, vol. I,pp. 9-30.) 

22. Mis aim was “to point out the common structural characteristics of wet! 
known development! in modern history(Max Horkheimer, M Egolimus 
und Freihdtibew3jSjgt f Kritlsch* Th&orle 11, p, 106,) For a discussion 
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of Horkheimer’s evaluation of Dilthey, his criticisms as well as the points 
of agreement, see Jay, The Dialectical Imagination, pp. 48-53. 

23. Ricoeur’s description of the interpretive methods of Marx, Freud, and 
Neitzsche as an “exercise in suspicion,” a “hermeneutics of demystifica¬ 
tion,” applies as well to Adorno. (Paul Ricoeur, Freud and Philosophy: 
An Essay on Interpretation , trans. Denis Savage [New Haven, Conn.: 
Yale University Press, 1970], p. 33.) 

24. When, for example, Horkheimer criticized the acceptance of what had 
historically evolved as “second nature,” he was concerned not only that as 
“a suprahistorical eternal category” it was in fact incorrect, but that, in 
regard to moral will, it was “a sign of contemptible weakness.” (Hork¬ 
heimer, “Traditional and Critical Theory” [ 1937], Critical Theory, p. 210.) 

25. Ibid., p. 215 (italics mine). Cf. “The chasm between the moral standards 
which the Europeans have acknowledged since the advent of Christianity, 
and those which these Europeans in fact practice, is immeasurable.” (Max 
Horkheimer [pseud. Heinrich Regius], Dammerung: Notizen in Deutsch¬ 
land [Zurich: VerlagOprecht und Helbling, 1934], p. 193.) 

26. Adorno, “Offener Brief an Max Horkheimer,” p. 32. 

27. Ibid. 

28. Adorno was still struggling with the question of the possibility of meta¬ 
physics in the final chapter of Negative Dialektik. Cf. Horkheimer’s state¬ 
ment in 1934: “I do not know how far metaphysicians are correct; perhaps 
there exists somewhere an especially compelling metaphysical system or 
fragment. But I do know that metaphysicians are usually only minimally 
impressed by that which torments and afflicts human beings.” (Max Hork¬ 
heimer, Dammerung, p. 86.) Horkheimer’s moral concern for physical suf¬ 
fering (of animals as well as human beings) as opposed to Adorno’s more 
cerebral orientation is illustrated by Adorno’s recollection “Once you 
[Horkheimer] said to me that I perceived animals as human whereas you 
saw humans as animals. There is something to that.” (Adorno, “Offener 
Brief an Max Horkheimer,” p. 32.) 

29. As Adorno wrote: “Nonetheless, the tension between the poles from 
whence we came did not disappear, and grew to be fruitful for us.” {Ibid.) 

30. Here, as elsewhere, Horkheimer was closer to the early Lukacs of History 
and Class Consciousness. He viewed the intellectual’s role as the articulater 
of imputed class consciousness, although, like Adorno, he refused to sanc¬ 
tion Party control of the intellectual’s theoretical work. (See Horkheimer, 
“Traditional and Critical Theory” [ 1937], Critical Theory, pp. 221-224.) 

31. In his inaugural address as director he wrote: “the discussion concerning 
society crystalizes gradually and with increasing clarity around one ques¬ 
tion, namely the question of the connection between the economic life of 
society, the psychic development of the individuals, and transformations 
in the cultural realm. . . .” (Horkheimer, “Die gegenwartige Lage der Sozial- 
philosophie und die Aufgaben eines Instituts fur Sozialforschung” | 193 11, 
Sozialphilosophische Studien, p. 43.) The problem led Horkheimer, ns it 
did Wilhelm Reich (see his Massenpsycliologie des h'aschismus |Copen 
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hagen: Verlag fur Sexualpolitik, 1933]), to merge Marxist social theory 
with Freudian psychology: “What needs to be examined is how the psy 
chological mechanism evolves whereby it is possible for the tensions be¬ 
tween social classes to remain latent, tensions which, due to the economic 
situation, press toward conflict.” (Horkheimer, “Geschichte und Psycholo¬ 
gies [ 1932], Kritische Theorie” I, p. 21.) 

32. See above, Chapter 2. Although neither saw theory as subservient to politi¬ 
cal praxis, for Adorno the relationship between the two was more highly 
mediated, and developments in theory remained more self-contained. 

33. In The Dialectical Imagination, Martin Jay has stressed the similarities be¬ 
tween Adorno and Horkheimer. The difference between our interpreta 
tions may be less one of substance than of focus. As Jay expressed i!: 
“From your more pointillist perspective, the differences between Adorno 
and his colleagues seem clearer than they did from mine. . . .” (Letter, 
Martin Jay to me, September 21, 1973.) 

34. In his 1931 speech Adorno noted that philosophy would “have to take its 
specific disciplinary material preponderantly from sociology. . . .” (Adorno, 
“Die Aktualitat der Philosophic” [1931], GS 1, p. 340.) 

35. See above, Chapter 3. 

36. In a 1932 essay Horkheimer, referring to the tasks philosophy had still to 
do, reflected the same spirit of philosophy which Adorno had articulated 
in his inaugural address the year before: “It is also fully possible to present 
the results of empirical research in such a way that the life of the objects 
comes to expression on all sides.” (Horkheimer, “Hegel und das Problem 
der Metaphysik,” p. 195.) 

37. Letter, Adorno to Benjamin, June 8, 1938 (Frankfurt am Main, Adorno 
Estate). 

38. Ibid. See below, Chapter 1 1. 

3 l L Dialektik der Aufklarung was in a sense a preliminary study for Negative 
Dialektik, as a comprehensive analysis of the history of the Enlightenment 
and how it had run amok: one had to know what had gone wrong with 
reason in order to redeem it. 

40. “. . . owing to the fact that the concept is to be formed under the aspect of 
the historical totality to which it pertains, sociology should be able to de* 
velop this changing [social] pattern from the very content of the concept 
instead of adding specific contents from without.” (Max Horkheimer, 
“Notes on Institute Activities,” Studies in Social Science 9, l | 1941 | 
123.) 

41. The method was described as “inductive,” not in the traditional sense of 
collecting individual experiences until they attained the weight of universal 
laws,” but in the sense of seeking "the universal within the particular, not 
above or beyond it,” because “society is a ‘system 1 in the material sense 
that every single social field or relation contains and reflects in various 
ways the whole itself,” (Ibid.) Adorno claimed Benjamin's method had 
“redeemed induction” (see below, page 94), 

42. li should be noted that the mature Adorno wai not without criticism of 
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his own early efforts. In a note to the 1966 reprinting of his Kierkegaard 
study he said he now found the book too affirmative, too hopeful; in re¬ 
printing his early music essays he sometimes altered sections which seemed 
“inexcusably idealistic.” But it is still remarkable that Adorno could pub¬ 
lish so many of his early essays alongside his mature works with little or no 
revision. 

43. [Institut fur Sozialforschung,] Studien uber Autoritiit und Familie, ed. 
Max Horkheimer (Paris: Felix Alcan, 1936). We may note, however, that 
criticism of the domination of nature was already explicit in Adorno’s 
Kierkegaard study (written 1928-1933), and that it played a role in his 
critique of Wagner, also written before Adorno joined the Institute; where¬ 
as, in the year Adorno published his Kierkegaard book Horkheimer could 
still write: “For true human freedom is not to be equated either with in¬ 
determinateness or with mere arbitrariness; instead, it is identical with the 
domination of nature within and without us through rational decision.” 
(Max Horkheimer, “Zum Problem der Voraussage in den Sozialwissen- 
schaften” [1933], reprinted in Horkheimer, Kritische Theorie I, p. 117.) 

44. See below, Chapter 11. 

45. Adorno, Negative Dialectics , p. xx. 

46. Written 1934-1937, and revised and published in 1956. 

47. In an editor’s note to the first (posthumous) publication of the address, 
Tiedemann commented that this and several other early essays, “unusually 
programmatic for Adorno’s thinking,” introduced motifs and ideas which 
“anticipate something like a companion piece to Negative DialektikN 
(Rolf Tiedemann, “Editorische Nachbemerkung,” in Adorno, GS 1, p. 
383.) 

48. I have already noted (see note 1 for this chapter) that nonidentity took on 
many levels of meaning in Adorno’s theory, only one of which was the 
rejection of Hegel’s subject-object synthesis, and that his use of the ex¬ 
pression may have been motivated as a critical response to Heidegger’s 
fascination with the problem. In a 1957 essay, “Identitat und Differenz,” 
Heidegger reviewed the history of identity theory in Western philosophy, 
noting that in its evolutionit took on several distinct forms. These included, 
on the level of cognition, that concept and thing are the same (or the thing is 
a case of its concept): the ontological form, that a thing remains identical 
with itself (the problem of essence and appearance); the logical form A=A 
(the identity of a concept with itself; contradiction seen as error); and the 
metaphysical level (God is identical with the world; reason is one with 
reality). Adorno reversed all these assumptions, and as we will see, these 
reversals were already implicit in his 193 1 program for philosophy. 

49. The speech was to have been dedicated to Benjamin in published form, but 
the planned publication never occurred. (See Tiedemann, “Editorische 
Nachbemerkung,” in Adorno, GS 1, p. 383.) 

50. In most cases, the 1973 English translation Negative Dialectics has been 
used, but I have when I considered it necessary made my own translations 
from the German original. 

5 I Adorno, Negative Dialektik. pp, I 9-20. The same sentiment was expressed 
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in almost identical wording in Adorno’s Husserl ms. (1934-1937), p. 423. 
The word faul in German (here translated “foul”) means not only decayed 
or rotten, but idle, lazy, worthless. 

52. Adorno, “Die Aktualitat der Philosophic” (1931), GS 1, p. 331. 

53. Ibid, p. 339. 

54. Ibid., p. 331. Cf. “Its [philosophy’s] task would be to inquire whether and 
how there can still be a philosophy at all, now that Hegel’s has fallen. . . .” 
(Adorno, Negative Dialectics, p. 4.) 

55. Cf. Chapter 3. In Negative Dialektik, Adorno expressed the same notion 
of the historical obsolescence of philosophical phenomena, but his meta¬ 
phor was mediated by a new social present: “The introverted thought arch¬ 
itect dwells behind the moon that is taken over by extroverted technicians. 
The conceptual shells that were to house the whole, according to philo¬ 
sophical custom, have in view of the immense expansion of society and of 
the strides made by positive natural science come to seem like relics of a 
simple barter economy amidst the late stage of industrial capitalism.” 
(Adorno, Negative Dialectics, p. 3.) 

56. Adorno’s inaugural address can be interpreted as a counter-program to that 
of Heidegger, whose Sein und Zeit, published in 1927, was extremely in¬ 
fluential within faculty circles at Frankfurt University. Adorno referred to 
setting Heidegger “on his feet” in a letter to Benjamin, December 17, 
1934. (Adorno, Uber Walter Benjamin , p. 106.) Indeed, the entire corpus 
of Adorno’s writings can be read fruitfully as a critical response to Heideg¬ 
ger, all the more effective the more unspoken his intent and indirect his 
attack. (Hence Adorno’s book expressly devoted to attacking Heidegger, 
Jargon der Eigentlichkeit [ 1964], is one of his least satisfying compared, 
for example, to his study of Kierkegaard [ 1933], which challenges Heideg¬ 
ger indirectly by challenging his existentialist heritage.) A detailed com¬ 
parison of Adorno and Heidegger awaits a competent scholar. We can here 
only suggest points at which their thought converged (although in non¬ 
identical configurations). Like Adorno, Heidegger was convinced that 
present philosophers had to radically rethink the fundamentals of their 
discipline. But to Heidegger this meant establishing a new ontology of 
man’s existence, whereas Adorno, criticizing the ideological affirmation 
of the social status quo inherent in all ontology, saw “radical” philosophy 
in terms of the critical negation of the existing idealism. Against the onto¬ 
logical categories of “being,” “thrownness,” and “historicity,” Adorno 
insisted on the historical specificity of men’s (not “man’s”) condition. 
Bol li were strongly influenced by Husserl, both agreed that subject and ob¬ 
ject were necessarily related (Husserl had argued that thought was always 
though I of something, and Adorno agreed, while Heidegger spoke in terms 
of man’s being \l)asein\ ;is alwnys being in the world); but Heidegger 
simply posited this relation as immediately given in experience, while 
Adorno revealed iheir mediated relationship through the experience of 
dialectical argumentation. Both wanted to establish a concrete, “mate¬ 
rialist” analysis of phenomena, a phenomenological hermeneutics of the 
profane world, but to Heidegger this meant unveiling a general, “essential 0 
truth out of the ' .. 'ikulars of man’s lived existence, whereas Adorno 
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wanted to expose within the particular the general structure of a his¬ 
torically developed society. “Materialist” to Heidegger meant relating 
particulars to the ontological categories of being; to Adorno it meant 
relating them to Marxian categories of society. Heidegger internalized the 
Hegelian dialectic of being and nonbeing, conceiving it in terms of man’s 
being-to-death, while Adorno saw it in terms of the relationship between 
subject and object. Both men were critics of mass culture and technologi¬ 
cal society. But Heidegger saw the Angst which men suffered as an exis¬ 
tential, ontological condition, demanding that man transform himself; 
Adorno insisted in the transformation of society. As the latter wrote Ben¬ 
jamin, “The goal of the revolution is the elimination of anxiety [Angst] ” 
(letter, Adorno to Benjamin, March 18, 1936, in Adorno, Uber Walter 
Benjamin, p. 132). Indeed, the fact that Heidegger could endorse the 
young Marx’s treatment of alienation in his “Letter on Humanism” (1947) 
was reason enough for Adorno’s suspicion of Marxist humanism. 

57. Adorno, “Die Aktualitat der Philosophic” (1931), GS 1, p. 325. 

58. Ibid. 

59. Ibid., p. 326. 

60. Horkheimer, “Materialism and Metaphysics” (1933), Critical Theory, 

p. 12. 

61. The phrase was first used by Otto Liebmann in 1865. 

62. Lukacs had already brought this idea into connection with the theme of 
decay in History and Class Consciousness. He wrote with reference to the 
“crisis in culture”: “This ideological crisis is an unfailing sign of decay. 
The bourgeoisie has already been thrown on the defensive; however ag¬ 
gressive its weapons may be, it is fighting for self-preservation. Its power 
to dominate has vanished beyond recall.” (Georg Lukacs, History and Class 
Consciousness, trans. Rodney Livingstone [Cambridge, Mass.: The M.I.T. 
Press, 1971], p. 67.) 

63. “. . . for the truth content of a problem is in principle different from the 
historical and psychological conditions out of which it grows.” (Adorno, 
“Die Aktualitat der Philosophic” [1931], GS 1, p. 337.) Hence Ideologie- 
kritik was only the impetus of philosophical criticism, not its culmination. 

64. Ibid., p. 326. 

65. Ibid. 

66. As Adorno described it in Negative Dialektik, paraphrasing the English 
adage, Husserl “wanted to eat the cake and have it too.” (Adorno, Nega¬ 
tive Dialektik, p. 77.) 

67. Cf. Adorno, “Die Aktualitat der Philosophic” (1931), GS 1, p. 327. 

68. Cf. Adorno, “Die Transzendenz des Dinglichen und Noematischen in 
Husserls Phanomenologie” (1924), GS 1, pp. 45-49. 

69. Ibid., p. 49 (italics Adorno’s). 

70. It is perhaps significant that at the beginning of the bourgeois era whal 
Kant had called the “scandal” instigated by Hume’s attack on reason did 
nol evoke (lie same Angst as did the threat to reason in the early twentieth 
century. Hie lime of the bourgeois cultural decline. 
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result of bourgeois society’s commodity structure {ibid., pp. 94-95); but 
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95. Ibid., p. 95. 

96. Ibid., pp. 95-96. 

97. Ibid., p. 106. Again, this dialectical reversal from demythification, through 
secularization into a new myth, anticipates Dialektik der Aufklarung. 

98. Ibid., p. 108. 

99. Ibid., p. 110. 

100. Ibid., p. 1 13. 

101. Along with Adorno’s “Uber den Fetischcharackter in der Musik und die 
Regression des Horens” (1938), which argued similarly that music had be¬ 
come a commodity, a fetish, and music’s reified relation to the public re¬ 
sulted in psychological regression. 

102. While Adorno’s critique of jazz was an “idea” or “constellation,” “culture 
industry” was indeed a theory. As the presentation of an “idea,” his jazz 
essay used a dialectical method of immanent criticism to interpret the 
sociohistorical truth of the phenomenon which Adorno later called “social 
physiognomies.” In contrast, the theory of culture industry laid bare a 
structural frame for such ideas. The distinction is discussed in Chapter 11. 

103. Edward Shils, “Daydreams and Nightmares: Reflections on the Criticism 
of Mass Culture,” Sewanee Review 65, 4 (Autumn 1957), pp. 587-608. 
Shils’s article was a book review of Bernard Rosenberg and David Manning 
White, eds. Mass Culture (New York: Free Press, 1957), in which Adorno’s 
article “On Popular Music” appeared. The review also referred to articles in 
the Institute’s journal, and Marcuse’s Eros and Civilization. 

104. “. . . the effect of jazz is as little bound to the dominant class as their con¬ 
sciousness sharply separates itself from that of the dominated: the mecha¬ 
nism of psychic mutilation, the continuance of which is indebted to present 
conditions, also has power over the mutilators themselves, and if in their 
instinct-structure they are similar enough to those whom they sacrifice, 
then the sacrificed are in turn compensated, in that they are allowed just 
such a portion of the goods of the rulers as are aimed at a mutilated instinct- 
structure.” (Adorno, “Uber Jazz” [1936], Moments Musicaux, pp. 89- 
90.) 

105. No object, be it jazz, an artwork, or a philosophy, was in itself “truth”; 
instead, truth appeared, emerging within the phenomena under the scrutiny 
of critical interpretation. The only phenomena which were totally ideo¬ 
logical (and hence totally “irredeemable,” in Adorno’s sense of the term) 
were those in which all antagonisms, all contradictions were denied, and 
which, hence, were totally conciliatory to the status quo. But jazz, as a 
configuration of opposites, of salon-music individualism on one hand and 
military-march collectivism on the other, caught hold of a real social con¬ 
tradiction, out of which truth could be interpreted. Should these two 
poles of jazz break apart, Adorno wrote, becoming two separate jazz 
genres, each without internal contradiction, then “jazz can no longer be 
redeemed.” (/bid., p. I h j 

106. Ibid , p. 113. 1 
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107. Ibid., p. 90. 

108. Ibid., p. 86. 

I 09. Adorno, “Oxf order Nachtrage” (1937) appended to ibid., p. 120. 


CHAPTER 7 

1. The historical relativity of the interpreter’s own position did limit the 
validity of its application to phenomena of the bourgeois era — the archaic, 
magic, and myth could be interpreted only when mediated by the present 
in whose context alone they acquired meaning. 

2. Although Adorno’s theory adhered to no rigid distinction between these 
branches of philosophy, his writings do tend to focus on the specific prob¬ 
lems which one or the other of them raised. On ontology, see especially 
his study of Kierkegaard (1933), of Heidegger, Jargon der Eigentlichkeit 
(1964), and part I of Negative Dialektik (1966). On epistemology, see Zur 
Metakritik der Erkenntnistheorie (1956); on metaphysics, Drei Studien 
zu Hegel (1963) and “Meditationen zur Metaphysik” in Negative Dialektik 
(1966). On aesthetics, see Philosophie der neuen Musik (1949), “Der Essay 
als Form” in Noten zur Literatur , vol. 1 (1958), and Aesthetische Theorie 
('Cesammelte Schriften , vol. 7, 1970). A critique of bourgeois ethics was 
really Horkheimer’s terrain, although the critique of Kant’s practical reason, 
Exkurse II in Dialektik der Aufklarung , while actually written by Hork- 
lieimer, reflected Adorno’s thinking as well. Adorno’s aphorism collection 
Minima Moralia (1951) is a book about ethics, but the method is through 
a critique of phenomena of contemporary life, rather than criticizing the 
ethical philosophies of idealism directly. But see his later critique of Kant’s 
practical reason, “Freiheit,” in Negative Dialektik (1966). Adorno had 
plans for a book on ethics when he died (which, together with Negative 
Dialektik and Aesthetische Theorie , would correspond to Kant’s division 
of philosophy into three critiques: metaphysics, ethics, aesthetics). 

3. Cf. Horkheimer, who, with his moralist orientation, was more concerned 
with proving that society was absolutely wrong: “The critical acceptance 
of the [commodity] categories which rule social life contains simultaneously 
their condemnation. This dialectical character of the self-interpretation of 
contemporary man is what, in the last analysis, also caused the obscurity 
of the Kantian critique of reason. Reason cannot become transparent to 
itself as long as men act as members of an organism which lacks reason.” 
(Max Horkheimer, “Traditional and Critical Theory” [1937], Critical 
'Theory: Selected Essays , trans. Matthew J. O’Connell et al. [New York: 
Herder and Herder, 19721 , p. 208.) 

4. This systematic ordering of objects external to, and dominated by, the 
subject was the characteristic which Adorno together with Horkheimer 
interpreted in the 1940s as the key to the structure of totalitarianism 
(cf. Exkurse II in Dialektik der Aufklarung). Adorno’s critique of the 
structure of domination centered, as could be expected, on its manifests- 
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The Seabury Press, 1973], pp. 54-55.) 
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were discussed in Chapter 4 above. 

13. This was the indirect influence of the Kabbalah, via Scholem, through 
Benjamin, on Adorno. 

14. Light imagery was used by the German romantic poets (Novalis, Schlegel, 
Goethe) who influenced the young Benjamin. (See Walter Benjamin, Der 
Begriff der Kunstkritik in der deutschen Romantik [1920], ed. Hermann 
Schweppenhauser [Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1973].) In his 
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own method on the basis of its “fruitfulness.” (Adorno, GS 1, p. 342.) 
Cf. Goethe’s description of the intuitional “feeling of truth” which “‘leads 
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I 937, Frankfurt am Main, Adorno Estate, p. 64). 

18. Adorno, “Die Aktualitat der Philosophic” (1931), GS 1, p. 341. 
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Uher Walter Benjamin (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1970), 
pp. 138-139. Adorno was referring to the 1938 article “Das Paris des 
Second Empire bei Baudelaire,” which Benjamin had hoped to publish 
in the Institute’s Zeitschrift fur Sozialforschung (see Chapter 10). 

20. “Philosophical thinking is the same as thinking in models; negative dialec- 
lics is an ensemble of analyses of models.” (Adorno, Negative Dialectics, 
p. 28.) The terms “model” and “constellation” were used as synonyms in 
both the 1931 inaugural speech and Negative Dialektik (1966), as well as 
in Benjamin’s Ur sprung des deutschen Trauerspiels (1927). 

21. In Negative Dialektik , Adorno spoke of thought models in terms not so 
much of exploding problems as circling the object in perpetual motion, 
while the source of light was the unnamed utopia: “thought is [utopia’s] 
servant,” and philosophy “the prism in which its colors are caught.” (Ador¬ 
no, Negative Dialectics , p. 57.) 

22. His first Habilitationsschrift , the study on Kant and Freud, had been re¬ 
jected by Cornelius in 1927 (cf. Chapter 1). By the time of Adorno’s 
second attempt, Cornelius had left Frankfurt, emigrating to Finland (from 
choice, rather than political necessity). The first reader of Adorno’s Kierke¬ 
gaard study was Paul Tillich, who accepted it less for its affinities with his 
own position (Adorno cannot be said to have been influenced by Tillich) 
than for his personal acquaintance with both Adorno and Horkheimer. 
Tillich wrote a short but favorable review of the book while at the Union 
rheological Seminary, which appeared in the American Journal of Philo¬ 
sophy (Paul Tillich, “Theodor Wiesengrund-Adorno: Kierkegaard: Kon- 
struklion des Aesthetischen ,” Journal of Philosophy 31 [November 8, 
1934| : 640). The book was also reviewed by Benjamin (see below) and 
by Karl Loweth in th e, Deutsche Literatur-Zeitung 5, 3F, 5 (1934). 

23. Adorno wrote Ernst Krenek in September that he was under great pressure 
lo meet a November 1 publishers’ deadline; that although he had intended 
only to edit the original version, he was revising it “radically”: “to be sure, 
all I he building blocks have been retained, but none remains on top of the 
Ollier; every sentence is newly formulated; the whole thing is only now 
really fully constructed (the first version presents only a conception when 
compared lo I he present one), and much, and indeed central passages, 
have been totally rethought.” (Letter, Adorno to Krenek, September 30, 
1932, Frankfurt am Main, Adorno Hstate.) I have not seen a copy of the 
earlier version, bul a comparison would document the development of 
Adorno’s thinking during a crucially formative period, and answer just 
what til age of this development is reflected In the inaugural lecture. We 



Notes 


269 


can assume, however, that the later version was even more intensely in¬ 
fluenced by Benjamin: Adorno had meanwhile taught a seminar on the 
Trauerspiel theory; he completed revising the Kierkegaard study in Berlin, 
where Benjamin was also. When Benjamin read the revised version, he 
responded enthusiastically: “There is indeed, then, something like collabora¬ 
tion after all, and sentences which make it possible for one person to 
stand up for the other.” (Letter, Benjamin to Adorno, December 1, 1932, 
cited in editorial notes, Walter Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften , 6 vols., 
ed. Rolf Tiedemann and Hermann Schweppenhauser, vol. Ill: Kritiken und 
Rezensionen , ed. Hella Tiedemann-Bartels [Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp 
Verlag, 1972] , p. 661.) 

24. In a note to the third edition (1966), Adorno stated there was “much 
which after thirty years no longer pleases the author,” that he now under¬ 
stood both Kierkegaard and Hegel better, and that “he would no longer 
demonstrate metaphysical intentions so affirmatively, and the tone strikes 
him frequently as more ceremonial, more idealistic than justified.” (Adorno, 
“Notiz,” Kierkegaard: Konstruktion des Aesthetischen [1933]: Mit Zwei 
Beilagen , 3rd ed., enl. [Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1966], 
p. 321.) At the same time, he made it clear that the study’s obsolescence 
was objective rather than simply the result of his own personal develop¬ 
ment; that the truth content of Kierkegaard was not absolute, but changed 
with changing conditions. 

25. The Kierkegaard revival of the twenties moved from theological circles 
(cf. Karl Barth) to philosophy, when Karl Jaspers and Martin Heidegger 
“emancipated” his existentialism from its religious context and “turned 
it into an anthropological ontology.” (Theodor W. Adorno, “Kierkegaard 
einmal” [ 1963], in ibid., p. 299.) 

26. Heidegger’s program for philosophy was also to establish a “materialist” 
metaphysics, and like Adorno he felt the most promising direction lay 
in fusing Husserl’s phenomenology with the Hegelian tradition, but as it 
was passed down by Kierkegaard rather than Marx. 

27. Because Kierkegaard did not attempt a positive ontology, Adorno con¬ 
sidered Kierkegaard’s position superior to Heidegger’s: “The question of 
the ‘meaning’ of existence [Dasein] is for him [Kierkegaard] not what 
existence is authentically [eigentlich] , but rather: what would give meaning 
to existence, in itself meaningless.” (Adorno, Kierkegaard , p. 128.) Kierke¬ 
gaard’s was a negative ontology in that the uncertainty of meaning was 
itself the meaning. {Ibid., p. 129.) 

28. Kierkegaard placed aesthetics on the lowest rung of modes of experience, 
below ethics and religion; Hegel did too, below religion and philosophy. 
Adorno reversed the hierarchical principle, valuing spirituality negatively 
in comparison with art because it was further from sociohistorical reality, 
and hence further from truth. 

2 ( L Paul Tillich's review called Adorno’s style “heavy and peculiar” (Tillich, 
“Theodor Wiesengru nd-Adorno’s Kierkegaard ” p. 640); Jay referred to 
the book’s “unapalogelicuDy abstruse style and deiuandinjjly complex 
analysis, , . (Marlin Jay, The Dialectical imagination: A History of 


270 


THE ORIGIN OF NEGATIVE DIALECTICS 


the Frankfurt School and the Institute of Social Research, 1923-1950 
| Boston: Little, Brown, 1973], p. 66.) Adorno seemed to be following 
the advice of his teacher Alban Berg, whose maxim was, To make the 
piece better, make it more complex! 

30. “Where his philosophy . . . encounters ‘aesthetic’ determinations it comes 
closest to the truth: that of its own situation of objectless inwardness just 
as well as that of the alien objects which confront it. Nowhere is social 
reality seen by Kierkegaard in sharper contours as in the ‘aesthetic’ Dia- 
psalm. . . .” (Adorno, Kierkegaard, pp. 122-123.) 

31. Ibid., p. 73. 

32. I hid. 

33. I hid. , p. 74. 

34. Ibid. , p. 60. 

35. Here was the point at which, despite his rejection of Hegel’s identity theory, 
Kierkegaard himself affirmed an identity principle, one which fell behind 
Hegel because present reality was granted the status of absolute truth. 

36. “For Kierkegaard, situation is not, as for Hegel, objective history which 
can be grasped through its construction in the concept, but [it is grasped] 
solely through the spontaneous decision of the autonomous human being. 
In it [situation] Kierkegaard discovers, idealistically speaking, the indiffer¬ 
ence between subject and object.” {Ibid., p. 70.) 

37. Ibid., p. 55. 

38. Ibid. 

39. Ibid., p. 59. 

40. Ibid., p. 156. 

4 I. Ibid., p. 55. 

42. Ibid., p. 63. 

43. Benjamin, “Kierkegaard: Das Ende des philosophischen Idealismus” (April 
2, 1933), Gesammelte Schriften III, p. 381. 

44. Adorno, “Die Aktualitat der Philosophic” (1931), GS 1, p. 337. 

45. Again, it was Benjamin who first focused on the bourgeois interieur as an 
expression of bourgeois decay. In Einbahnstrasse (1928) he wrote: “The 
bourgeois interieur of the 1860s to the 1890s, with its gigantic buffets 
overflowing with wood-carving, the sunless corners where the palms stand, 
the landing fortified by banisters, and the long corridors with their singing 
gas flames, is adequate alone for housing a corpse. On this sofa the aunt can 
only be murdered.” (Benjamin, Einbahnstrasse, Schriften , 2 vols., ed. 
Theodor W. Adorno and Gretel Adorno [Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp 
Verlag, I 955 |, vol. I, p. 519.) 

46. Adorno, Kierkegaard, p. 76. 

47. Ibid. 

48 Ibid,, p. 77. 

49. The fltneur, the man of leisure “who goes botanizing on the asphalt,” 
strolling the city streets to observe the panoramic surface of the crowd ami 


Notes 


271 


the marketplace, was a key figure in Benjamin’s Passagenarbeit, functioning 
as a stage for making visible the historical reality of Paris in the early nine¬ 
teenth century. The fltaneur was at home in tire shopping arcade, itself 
“a cross between a street and an interieur he made of the outside world 
his own interior: “the street becomes a dwelling for the flaneur ; he is as 
much at home among the facades of houses as a citizen is in his four walls.” 
(Walter Benjamin, “The Paris of the Second Empire in Baudelaire” f 1938], 
Charles Baudelaire: A Lyric Poet in the Era of High Capitalism , pp. 36-37.) 

50. Adorno , Kierkegaard, p. 78. 

51. Ibid., p. 77. 

52. “. . . spy ... in the service of the idea” (cited in ibid. , p. 78). 

53. Ibid. 

54. Ibid. 

55. Ibid. , p. 80. 

56. Ibid. , p. 81. 

57. Ibid. 

58. Ibid. 

59. Ibid. 

60. Ibid., p. 83. 

61. Ibid., p. 82. 

62. Ibid. 

63. Ibid., p. 79. 

64. What Kierkegaard himself calls the “sickness of the times” is interpreted 
as an inner condition (cf. ibid., pp. 109-114). 

65. Ibid., p. 79. 

66. Ibid. , pp. 84-85. 

67. /Z?zd., p. 84. 

68. Ibid., p. 86. 

69. Ibid. 

70. Ibid., pp. 93-94. 

71. Ibid., pp. 95-96. 

72. Ibid., pp. 1 05, 142-155. This theme, that the attempt to transcend mythical 
nature paradoxically falls back into myth, became the central argument 
in Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s Dialektik der Aufkldrung (1947). Cf. also a 
later article on Kierkegaard by Adorno published in English in the In¬ 
stitute’s journal: “He sets out to expel nature with a pitchfork, only to 
become Nature’s prey himself.” (Theodor W. Adorno, “On Kierkegaard’s 
Doctrine of Love,” Studies in Philosophy and Social Science 8 [ 1939— 
1940] : 417.) 

73. Adorno, Kierkegaard, pp. 156-163. 

74. Ibid., pp. I 07 ff. 

75. tbid.,p, 148. 

76. Ibid., p. 181. 


272 THE ORIGIN OF NEGATIVE DIALECTICS 


77. Ibid., p. 79. 

78. Ibid., p. 135. 

79. Ibid. , p. 168. 

80. Martin Heidegger, itez'ng and Time , trans. John Macquarrie and Edward 
Robinson (London: SCM Press, 1962), pp. 97-98. 

8 I. See above, Chapter 4. 

82. Adorno, “On Kierkegaard’s Doctrine of Love” (1939), 423. 

CHAPTER 8 

1. This was something he explicitly and repeatedly rejected (see below, page 
133). 

2. See James A. Leith, The Idea of Art as Propaganda in France, 1750-1799: 
A Study in the History of Ideas (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
1965). For the propaganda uses of music in particular, see Alexander L. 
Ringer, “J. J. Barthelemy and Musical Utopia in Revolutionary France,” 
Journal of the History of Ideas, 30, 3 (July-September 1961): 355-368. 

3. For a discussion of their different conceptions of “socialist realism,” see 
Werner Mittenzwei, “Marxismus und Realismus: Die Brecht-Lukacs De- 
batte,” Das Argument 10,46 (March 1968): 12-43. 

4. Theodor W. Adorno, “The Problem of Experimentation in Music Psychol¬ 
ogy,” March 7, 1939 (Frankfurt am Main, Adorno Estate), p. 2. 

5. See Martin Jay, The Dialectical Imagination: A History of the Frankfurt 
School and the Institute of Social Research, 1923-1950 (Boston: Little, 
Brown, 1973), pp. 44-46. 

6. Introduction to Arnold Schonberg, Harmonielehre (1911), 3rd ed., rev. 
and enl. (Vienna: Universal-Edition, 1922), pp. 3 ff. 

7. Werner Heisenberg, Philosophic Problems of Nuclear Science, trans. F. C. 
Hayes (New York: Pantheon, 1952), p. 119. It is perhaps not accidental 
that certain formulations used by Heisenberg during the early thirties to 
describe the new scientific paradigm were identical to the philosophical 
notions of Adorno and Benjamin, for example, the idea of transcending 
the old physics “from within,” and of “riddle-solving” as the liquidation 
of questions which proved to be “meaningless.” {Ibid., pp. 14, 17, and 
passim .) 

8. See above, Chapter 2, page 31. 

9. Simmel identified this kind of aestheticism with socialism: based on ideals 
of uniformity, symmetry and the harmonious integration of parts, the 
socialist goal was to make society an artwork, an aesthetic whole, by means 
of its rational reorganization. (Georg Simmel, “Soziologischc Aesthctik,” 
Brucke und Tur | Slultgarl: K. F. Koehler Verlag, I 957 |, p. 203.) 

10, Now in Waller Benjamin, Gesammelle Schriften, 6 vols.,eil. Rolf Tiedemann 
and Hermann Scliweppenhauser, vol. I: I: A hhandlungen (Frankfur! am 
Main Suhrkimin Verlag, I 974), pp, 7- I 22, 





Notes 


273 


11. Ibid., p. 69. 

12. Ibid., p. 91. 

13. Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften 1: 3, p. 801. 

14. Steven C. Schaber, “Novalis’ Theory of the Work of Art as Hieroglyph,” 
The Germanic Review, 48, 1 (January 1973): 43. 

15. Letter, Benjamin to Adorno, May 31, 1935, Walter Benjamin, Briefe, 2 
vols. ed. Gershom Scholem and Theodor W. Adorno (Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp Verlag, 1966), vol. 2, pp. 662-663. 

16. Surrealism was not a strong movement in Germany. Bloch wrote in 1937: 
“Surrealism (into which, in France and Czechoslovakia, much of the es¬ 
sence of expressionism has fled) found little response in Germany. The 
world around us torn to pieces and the phosphorescing on the edges - all 
this uncanny reality found no official expression. Or the expression, when 
it half-way appeared, as for example in the ‘Three Penny Opera,’ was 
comfortably misunderstood, [or] in other cases ridiculed.” (Ernst Bloch, 
“Der Expressionismus” [November, 1937] , Vom Hasard zur Katastrophe: 
Politische Aufsdtze aus den Jahren 1934-1939, afterword by Oskar Negt 
[Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1972], pp. 273-274.) 

17. Walter Benjamin, “Der Surrealismus: Die letzte Momentaufnahme der 
europaischen Intelligenz” (1929), Angelus Novus: Ausgewahlte Schriften 
(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1966), p. 213. 

18. Surrealism was of course incompatible with the socialist realism that be¬ 
came the Party line, and the support was not reciprocated. Some surrealists 
followed Louis Aragon, who broke with Breton and joined the Communist 
Party in 1932. Breton was laughed out of a Moscow congress on culture in 
1935. He declared himself a Trotskyite and in 1936 purged his movement 
of Stalinist communism. 

19. Breton (1935), cited in J. H. Matthews, An Introduction to Surrealism 
(University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1965), p. 45. 

20. Andre Breton, “Speech to the Congress of Writers” (Paris, 1935), Mani¬ 
festoes of Surrealism, trans. Richard Seaver and Helen R. Lane (Ann Arbor: 
The University of Michigan Press, 1969), p. 241. 

21. Ibid., p. 14. 

22. Karl Marx (1843) cited in Georg Lukacs, History and Class Consciousness, 
trans. Rodney Livingstone (Cambridge, Mass.: The M.I.T.Press, 197 1),p. 2. 

23. The rejection of identity, fundamental to Adorno, was also the surrealist 
project. Cf. Breton: “Who knows if, thus, we are not preparing ourselves 
to escape some day the principle of identity.” (Cited in Matthews, An 
Introduction to Surrealism, pp. 105-106.) 

24. Breton, “Manifesto of Surrealism” (1924), Manifestoes of Surrealism, 
P • 37. 

25. Andre Breton, l.es Vases communicants (Paris: Gallimard, 1955), p. 129. 

26. T he first surr&itisl films were by Luis Bunuel and Salvador Dali: Un Chien 
andalou (1929) and I,’Age d’or (1930). Surrealists self-consciously trans¬ 
posed the techniques of film to painting and literary media. 



274 THE ORIGIN OF NEGATIVE DIALECTICS 


27. Benjamin, “Der Siirrealismus” (1929), Angelus Novus, p. 206. 

28. Adorno, “Charakteristik Walter Benjamins” (1950), Uber Walter Benjamin 
(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1970), p. 23. 

29. See particularly Walter Benjamin, Einbahnstrasse (1928), Gesammelte 
Schriften, 6 vols., ed. Rolf Tiedemann and Hermann Schweppenhauser, 
vol. IV: 1: Kleine Pros'a, ed. Tillman Rexroth (Frankfurt am Main: Suhr¬ 
kamp Verlag, 1972), pp. 83*148. Cf. Rolf Tiedemann, Studien zur Philos¬ 
ophic Walter Benjamins, introd. Theodor W. Adorno (vol. 16 of Institut 
fur Sozialforschung, Frankfurter Beitrage zur Soziologie, ed. Theodor W. 
Adorno and Walter Dirks) (Frankfurt am Main: Europaische Verlagsanstalt, 
I 965), pp. 48-49. 

It can be noted here that although Adorno expressed concern over this 
aspect of the surrealist model ( Uber Walter Benjamin, p. 112-113), he paid 
attention to his own dreams and left in his estate a file of Traumprotokolle 
(records of dreams). He published several of these during the emigration 
years: Theodor W. Adorno, “Traume in Amerika: Drei Protokolle,” Auf 
bau-Rekonstruktion [New York] 8,40 (October 2, 1942): 17. 

30. Walter Benjamin, Uber Haschisch: Novellistisches, Berichte, Materialien, 
ed. Tillman Rexroth, introd. Hermann Schweppenhauser (Frankfurt am 
Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1972), p. 95. Benjamin corresponded with Hesse, 
sending him in 1934 the manuscript of Berliner Kindheit um Neunzehn- 
hundert, a collection of childhood memory fragments which he had written 
two years earlier and tried repeatedly but unsuccessfully to publish. Hesse’s 
response was favorable, and Benjamin hoped he would help to find a pub¬ 
lisher, but this didn’t happen. (Letters, Benjamin to Adorno, March 18, 
1934, and April 9, 1934, Frankfurt am Main, Adorno Estate.) 

31. In several of the sessions Ernst Bloch participated, also a woman referred 
to by Benjamin as “G.,” not Gretel Karplus Adorno, but, according to 
Scholem, “a girlfriend who later committed suicide.” (Gershom Scholem, 
Walter Benjamin: Die Geschichte einer Freundschaft [Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp Verlag, 1975], p. 221.) Also present were two medical doctors, 
Ernst Joel and Fritz Frankel, who were friends of Benjamin and whose re¬ 
ports of the sessions are included in the published volume Uber Haschisch. 
There is no evidence that Adorno participated in these or any other drug 
experiments. 

3 2. Benjamin, “Der Surrealismus” (1929), Angelus Novus, p. 212. 

33. Benjamin, Uber Haschisch, p. 202. 

34. Ibid., p. 213. 

3 5. Ibid., p. 202. 

36. In his notes Benjamin referred to these as “trial combinations” ( Versuch - 
sanordnungen) [ibid., p. 73 and passim ), the same term Adorno used to 
describe his own philosophical constellations in his 1931 inaugural speech 
(cf. above, page 102). The term was pari of the vocabulary of Brecht’s 
theory of epic theater. 

37. Benjamin, Uber Haschish, p. 73. 

38. Cf, Chupter 4, ubove, page 78. During a hashish session in March 1930 



Notes 


275 


Benjamin developed this theory with friends, distinguishing it from the 
then popular theosophical (i.e., Buddhist, Brahmanic, pantheistic) views: 
“First, authentic aura appears in all things, not only in particular ones, as 
the people [theosophists] imagine. Second, the aura changes thoroughly 
and fundamentally with every movement which the thing makes, and of 
which it is the aura. Third, authentic aura can in no way be thought of as 
the clean and tidy spiritual beam of magic, as the vulgar mystical books 
portray and describe it. The ornament is much more the distinguishing char¬ 
acteristic of authentic aura, an ornamental envelopment in which the thing 
or essence lies secure as if sunken in a case.” (Benjamin, Uber Haschisch, 
P. 107.) 

39. Ibid., p. 108. 

40. Ibid., p. 107. 

41. Walter Benjamin, “Paris: The Capital of the Nineteenth Century” (1935), 
trans. Quintin Hoare, Charles Baudelaire: A Lyric Poet in the Era of High 
Capitalism, trans. Harry Zohn (London: NLB, 1973), p. 171: “Ambiguity 
is the figurative appearance of the dialectic, the law of the dialectic at a 
standstill. This standstill is utopia. . . .” 

42. Adorno, “Einleitung zu Benjamins Schriften” (1955), Uber Walter Ben¬ 
jamin, p. 45. 

43. Their disagreements are discussed in detail in Chapters 9 and 10, below. 

44. Theodor W. Adorno, “Mahagonny” (1930), Moments Musicaux: Neuge- 
druckte Aufsatze, 1928 bis 1962 (Frankfurt am Main: edition Suhrkamp, 
1964), p. 137. 

45. Ibid., p. 136. 

46. Ibid. Cf. “Fortschritt und Reaktion” (1930), in ibid., pp. 157-158. 

47. Adorno, “Mahagonny” (1930), ibid., p. 132. Cf. his evaluation of Berg’s 
“almost montage-like” style as a reflection of the true nature of reality, 
“a world which allows continuity and totality only as farce. . . .” (Theodor 
W. Adorno, “Berg: Erinnerung” [1937], Gesammelte Schriften, vol. 13: 
Die Musikalischen Monographien, ed. Gretel Adorno and Rolf Tiedemann 
[ Frankfrut am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1971], p. 349.) 

48. Letter, Benjamin to Adorno, December 1, 1932 (Frankfurt am Main, Adorno 
Estate). 

49. Cited in Matthews, An Introduction to Surrealism, p. 82. 

50. Breton, “Manifesto of Surrealism” (1924), Manifestoes of Surrealism, 
pp. 29-30. 

51. Theodor W. Adorno, “Der Surrealismus” ( \ 9S6),Noten zur Literatur, vol. 1 
(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1958), p. 157. 

52. Ibid., p. 161. 

53. Ibid., p. 157. 

54. Breton, “Surrealist Situation of the Object” (1935), Manifestoes of Sur¬ 
realism, p. 259. 

55. Breton, “Manifesto of Surrealism” (1924), ibid., p. 21. 

56. Ibid., pp. 27-28. 



2 7 (> THE ORIGIN O F NEGATIVE DIALECTICS 

57. Bertolt Brecht, “Neue Technik der Schauspiel Kunst” (1935-1941 ),Gesam- 
melte Werke, vol. 15: Schriften zum Theater 1 (Frankfurt am Main: Suhr- 
kamp Verlag, 1967), p. 364. 

58. See Chapter 2, above. 

59. Letter, Adorno to Benjamin, November 6, 1934 (Frankfurt am Main, 
Adorno Estate). 

60. “Der dialektische Komponist,” first published in Arnold Schonberg zum 
60. Geburtstag (Vienna, September 13, 1934), republished in Theodor W. 
Adorno, Impromptus: Zweite Folge neu gedruckter musikalischer Aufsatze 
(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1969), pp. 39-44. 

61. Ibid., p. 41. The necessarily active role of the composer and also the musi¬ 
cian as subject, precisely when they yielded to the demands of the material, 
was for Adorno the crucial issue. As he wrote: “The sinking of contemplative 
subjectivity into the oeuvre, and the subject’s participation in the constitu¬ 
tion of its objectivity are one and the same.” (Theodor W. Adorno, note¬ 
books on Reproduktionstheorie , 3 vols., unpublished, Frankfurt am Main, 
Adorno Estate, n.d., vol. 1, p. 76.) 

62. Adorno, “Der dialektische Komponist,” Impromptus, p. 43. 

63. This statement is from a 1935 article, Theodor Wiesengrund-Adorno, “Eine 
Geschichte der Musikasthetik,” Der Auftakt, 15, 1-2: 18. 

64. Adorno, “Der dialektische Komponist,” Impromptus, p. 41. 

65. Ibid., p. 42. 

66. Ibid., p. 45. 

67. See Chapter 1, page 15. 

68. “. . . the utmost stringency, namely the consistency of technique, in the 
last resort reveals itself as in fact utmost freedom, namely, as putting at 
man’s disposal his music which began in myth and softened in reconcilia¬ 
tion, as the structure of that which stood opposed to him and in the end 
belonged to him by the power of a procedural method which takes posses¬ 
sion of that structure insofar as it belongs to it fully.” (Adorno, “Der 
dialektische Komponist,” Impromptus, p. 44.) 

69. See above, Chapter 2, pages 33-35. 

70. In his letter to Benjamin of March 18, 1936, he referred to this article as 
one “with which you are not familiar.” (Adorno, Uber Walter Benjamin, 
P. 127.) 

71. The Husserl study was first published in revised form in 1956 as ZurMeta- 
kritik der Erkenntnistheorie (now in Adorno, GS, vol. 5). I have consulted 
the original typed draft, written 1934-1937 at Oxford. The full passage is 
“(NB one might compare H[usserl’]s concept of the object as actually 
somewhat like the merely chromatic functionality of Reger, compared to 
the step-like dialectical [functionality] of Schonberg. It is perhaps generally 
allowable at this point to allude to the model-character of musical logic, in 
which I he mailer’s validity reveals [itself] as immanent within the material, 
with the subject as simply the executing organ.” (Theodor W. Adorno, 
Husserl ms., 1934-1937, Frankfurt am Main, Adorno Estate, p. 58. Cl', 
p, 122.) 



Notes 


277 


72. Actually, it was with Jugendstil, the aesthetic contemporary of Husserlian 
phenomenology, that Adorno made explicit comparison in the manuscript. 
(Ibid., pp. 294 ff.) 

73. Ibid., p. 58. 

74. See above, Chapter 2, page 35. 

75. Letter, Adorno to Krenek, October 7, 1934, Theodor W. Adorno undErnst 
Krenek: Briefwechsel, ed. Wolfgang Rogge (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp 
Verlag, 1974), p. 46. 

76. Adorno, “Reaktion und Fortschritt” (1930), Moments Musicaux, ibid., 

p. 180. 

77. Letter, Adorno to Krenek, October 7, 1934, Adorno und Krenek: Brief¬ 
wechsel, p. 46. 

78. With the overthrow of tonality, “the material has become clearer and more 
free, rescued from the mythic confines of number which dominate harmonic 
rows and tonal harmony.” (Adorno, “Reaktion und Fortschritt” (1930), 
Moments Musicaux, p. 180.) 

79. In 1935 Adorno suggested to Benjamin a return to the latter’s earlier term 
“model,” as the “immanent structure of the dialectical image,” rather than 
an effort to interpret the nonstructural surface features as themselves a 
“dialectical image.” (Letter, Adorno to Benjamin, August 2, 1935, Uber 
Walter Benjamin, p. 114.) 

80. In the 1940s Adorno began to argue that twelve-tone composing had be¬ 
come a formalized, closed “system,” lapsing back into ideology: “To be 
sure, among the rules of twelve-tone techniques there is not one which 
does not proceed necessarily out of compositional experience — out of the 
progressive illumination of the natural material of music. But this experi¬ 
ence had assumed a defensive character. . . . What once found a highly 
perceptive ear has been distorted to a concocted system wherein musical 
correctness supposedly can be gauged in the abstract.” (Theodor W. Adorno, 
Philosophy of Modern Music, trans. Anne G. Mitchell and Wesley V. 
Blomster [New York: The Seabury Press, 1 973 ], pp. 68-69.) 

81. Adorno, “Der dialektische Komponist” (1934), Impromptus, p. 39. 

82. Ibid., p. 42. 

83. Letter, Adorno to Krenek, September 30, 1932, Adorno und Krenek: 
Briefwechsel, p. 38. 

84. Adorno, Husserl ms., 1934-1937, p. 7. 

85. Cf. Schonberg: “In Counterpoint, it is not so much a matter of the combi¬ 
nation itself (that is, it is not an end in itself) as of such a many-sided 
presentation of the idea. The theme is so constructed that it already con¬ 
tains within itself these many figures, through which the many-sided 
presentation [Darstellung] of the idea is made possible.” (Arnold Sehon- 
herg, cited in Allan Janik and Stephen Toulmin, Wittgenstein s Vienna 
[New York: Simon and Schuster, 1973], p, I OBJ 

86. Theodor Wiesengrund-Adorno, “£ur gesellschaftlichen Lage der Musik,” 
part 1, Zeftschrtft fur Sozlalforschung I, 1/2 (1932): 109-1 10. The struc¬ 
tural rel at Ion si > between Freud’s psycho anulyiU and Adorno's soda- 



278 


THE ORIGIN OF NEGATIVE DIALECTICS 


analysis was clear, although the latter, looking at external reality rather 
than the inner realm of psychic phenomena, faced in the opposite direc¬ 
tion. Both focused on the smallest, seemingly insignificant details, which 
Adorno, following Freud’s formulation, referred to as the “refuse of the 
world of appearance” (Abhub der Erscheinungswelt). Both looked to the 
ruptures, the logical gaps in appearances as the place where truth appeared 
in unintentional configurations. Both solved the riddles of these configura¬ 
tions by reconstructing the inner logic governing their paradoxical ap¬ 
pearance. Reification and ideology distorted the outer world, as repression 
and rationalization distorted the inner one. In both cases, knowledge as a 
process of discovery was itself an act of liberation, and in both cases the 
model for that process was a dialectical experience, rather than logical 
ordering on the one hand or mere reflection of the “given” on the other. 

87. Adorno, “Einleitung zu Benjamins ‘Schriften’ ” (1955), Uber Walter Ben¬ 
jamin, p. 46. Yet although this limited comparison had validity, the fact 
of the matter is that the mode of Benjamin’s thinking had very little in 
common with that of music, whose structural principles he scarcely under¬ 
stood. If he appreciated anything Schonbergian, it (predictably) was Berg’s 
Wozzeck , the music of which had a static quality, and which had been 
heralded as the first “surrealist” opera. (Cf. Theodor W. Adorno, “Berg: 
Erinnerungen” [ 1937], GS 13, p. 342.) 

88. Gematria was a gnostic method which established equivalences between 
nonideational systems: letters could be transformed into numbers and, 
conversely, numbers into words. Unlike traditional Aristotelian logic, this 
procedure made it possible to demonstrate identities between phenomena 
without eliminating their particularity and difference. (Cf. Gershom 
Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism [New York: Schocken Books, 
1967],p. 223.) 

89. Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialektik der Aufklarung 
(Amsterdam: Querido Verlag, 1947). 

90. “The musical sense is the NEW — something which cannot be traced back 
and subsumed but springs out of the configuration of the known, if the 
listener comes to its aid. This new is not something material — no thing — 
but the functional interrelationship of given musical elements.” (Theodor 
W. Adorno, “Listening Habits: An Analysis of Likes and Dislikes in Light 
Popular Music,” in “Current of Music: Elements of a Radio Theory,” un¬ 
published ms. 1939, Frankfurt am Main, Adorno Estate, p. 52. 

91. Theodor W. Adorno, Gesammelte Schriften, vol. 7: Aesthetische Theorie, 
ed. Gretel Adorno and Rolf Tiedemann (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp 
Verlag, 1970). 

92. Theodor W. Adorno, Negative Dialektik, Gesammelte Schriften, vol. 6, 
ed. Rolf Tiedemann (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1973). 

93. Tiie study will be published as vol. 21 of the Gesammelte Schriften. 

94. Theodor W. Adorno, “Die Aktualilal der Philosophic” (1931), Gestim- 
melte Schriften, vol. I: Friihe philosophische Schriften, ed. Rolf Tiedemann 
(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1973), p. 332. 




Notes 


279 


95. Theodor W. Adorno, Kierkegaard: Konstruktion des Aesthetischen: Mit 
zwei Beilagen, 3rd ed., enl. (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1966), 
pp. 27-28. 

96. Adorno, Negative Dialektik, GS 6, p. 26. 

97. Letter, Adorno to Krenek, May 26, 1935, Adorno und Krenek: Brief- 
wechsel, pp. 85-86. 

98. Ibid., p. 85. 

99. Ibid.: “The transcendental aesthetic of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason is 
more art than all the aesthetic things subjectively presented by Schopen¬ 
hauer, Kierkegaard or Nietzsche, which exactly by redeeming the subjective 
moment fall back into reified philosophizing.” 

100. Theodor W. Adorno, “Charakteristik Walter Benjamins” (1950), Uber 
Walter Benjamin, p. 14. 

101. Letter, Adorno to Krenek, May 26, 1935, Adorno und Krenek: Brief- 
wechsel, p. 86. 

102. Adorno, “Thesen fiber die Sprache des Philosophen” (n.d.), GS 1, p. 369. 

103. Ibid., pp. 366-367. 

104. Adorno, “Charakteristik Walter Benjamins” (1950), Uber Walter Benjamin, 
p. 25. 

105. In the 1960s Adorno delivered a lecture on the relationship between music 
and painting which argued in predictable fashion that precisely and only in 
their distinctiveness and difference did these two aesthetic modes con¬ 
verge. (Theodor W. Adorno, “Uber einige Relationen zwischen Musik und 
Malerei,” Anmerkungen zur Zeit, vol. 12: Die Kunst und die Kunste [Berlin: 
Akademie der Kunste, 1967], pp. 5-23.) 

106. Of course, vertical harmonies provided a moment of simulteneity in music, 
but their meanings were dialectically dependent on the horizontal develop¬ 
ment of thematic material. 

107. “The musical texts cannot be read adequately without interpretation.” 
(Theodor W. Adorno, notebooks on Reproduktionstheorie,v ol. 1, p. 2. 

108. Thus he worked on a theory of musical reproduction throughout his life 
because he considered the problems faced in interpreting and performing 
music of central importance to philosophy as well. (See ibid. ) 

109. Adorno, “Thesen iiber die Sprache des Philosophen” (n.d.), GS 1, p. 369. 

110. Theodor W. Adorno, “Fragment iiber Musik und Sprache” (1956-1957), 
Quasi una Fantasia: Musikalische Schriften II (Frankfurt am Main: Suhr¬ 
kamp Verlag, 1963), p. 9. 

111. Ibid., p. 12. 

112. Ibid . Elsewhere Adorno wrote that even if music lacked concepts, its 
interpretation necessitated analysis as well as mimesis, which meant that 
its affinity to philosophy was even greater. (Adorno, notebooks on Repro- 
duktionsUieorie, vol. 2, pp. 49 ff.) 

113. Adorno, Negative Dialektik, GS 6, p. 23. 


280 THE ORIGIN OF NEGATIVE DIALECTICS 


CHAPTER 9 

1. Walter Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften , 6 vols., ed. Rolf Tiedemann 
and Hermann Schweppenhauser, vol. Ill: Kritiken und Rezensionen, ed. 
Hella Tiedemann-Bartels (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1972), 
p. 383. 

2. Martin Jay, The Dialectical Imagination: A History of the Frankfurt 
School and the Institute of Social Research, 1923-1950 (Boston: Little, 
Brown, 1973), p. 29. 

3. In his note to the 1966 edition of the Kierkegaard study, Adorno wrote 
that despite the critical intent of the book it was not censored by the 
Nazis and continued to sell after the author had emigrated: “It estimated, 
perhaps, the stupidity of the censors. Particularly the criticism of existen¬ 
tial ontology which it practiced may have already then reached the in¬ 
tellectual opposition in Germany.” (Theodor W. Adorno, Kierkegaard: 
Konstruktion des Aesthetischen [1933]: Mit zwei Beilagen , 3rd ed., 
enl. [Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1966], p. 321.) Yet the 
book was no revolutionary tract. Specifically, Adorno made no attempt 
to criticize Kierkegaard’s focus on the individual, nor favored in contrast a 
concept of the subject that was collective and revolutionary. Adorno 
in fact retained Kierkegaard’s stress on the individual, although he sharply 
criticized the latter for not acknowledging the dialectical relationship 
between individual and society. 

4. That is, his paternal name, Wiesengrund, which he used (Wiesengrund- 
Adorno) until he came to the United States in 1938. 

5. Friedrich T. Gubler, earlier feuilleton editor of the Frankfurter Zeitung , 
transferred to the Vossische Zeitung in 1933. 

6. The Vossische Zeitung was the oldest and most prestigious paper in Ber¬ 
lin. Although owned by the conservative Ullstein concern, “Auntie Voss,” 
as the paper was known, managed to maintain its liberal policy until it 
was forced to shut down in 1934. 

7. Letter, Adorno to Krenek, October 7, 1934, Theodor W. Adorno und 
Ernst Krenek: Briefwechsel , ed. Wolfgang Rogge (Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp Verlag, 1974), p. 43. 

8. Ibid. , p. 44. 

9. Jay, The Dialectical Imagination , pp. 29-30. 

10. Benjamin wrote Gretel Karplus in Berlin on April 15, 1933, that he had 
heard from Horkheimer in Geneva, who wanted to know how Adorno’s 
projects were developing and assured him that the Institute’s journal 
would continue to be published. Benjamin continued: “You must tell 
him that Max asked about him in the above-mentioned letter with some 
concern.” (Walter Benjamin, Briefe , 2 vols., ed. Gershom Scholem and 
Theodor W. Adorno | Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, I960 I, vol. 
2, p 569.) 





Notes 


281 


11. Benjamin, letter to Gershom Scholeni, March 20, 1933, in ibid., p. 567. 

12. Ibid., p. 562. 

13. Ibid., p. 566. 

14. At the time he was working on an opera based on Mark Twain’s 'I'om 
Sawyer. He wrote Krenek October 7, 1934: “I gave up the summer anti 
fall of ’33 mainly to completing the Tom Sawyer text, which is finished 
(also many of the compositions are already done), and to working sys¬ 
tematically on compositional technique, as my counterpoint didn’t satisfy 
me; strict 4-voice composition and fugue above all.” ( Adorno und Krenek: 
'Briefwechsel, p. 43.) He sent the text to Benjamin, writing: “As you 
will see, the central motif is that of perjury: i.e., by means of perjury 
and breaking the mythic-moralistic sphere of the oath . . . Tom becomes 
‘free,’ how indeed in a certain sense the whole thing is the execution of a 
dialectical demythification. But in the present version, this liberation 
itself still has too much of the character of a moralistic act in the name of 
empathy. Originally I wanted to base it solely on curiosity, which happens 
in the case of perjury, and thus let precisely the moralistic, in a really 
human sense, emerge out of psychological immorality.” (Letter, Adorno 
to Benjamin, December 5, 1934, Frankfurt am Main, Adorno Estate.) 
Benjamin was critical of the project’s conception, and Adorno broke off 
work on it. Two pieces from the libretto remain in the Adorno Estate. 

15. Heinrich Gomperz, 1873-1942; professor of philosophy in Vienna, 1924- 
1934; emigrated to Los Angeles, 1935. 

16. Letter, Adorno to Krenek, October 7, 1934 , Adorno und Krenek: Brief- 
wechsel , p. 44. 

17. Letter, Adorno to Benjamin, April 21, 1934 (Frankfurt am Main, Adorno 
Estate). 

18. Ibid. 

19. Jay, The Dialectical Imagination, pp. 37-39. 

20. “I spend a great deal of time learning English. The acquisition of a new 
language by an adult counts among the most peculiar experiences.” (Letter, 
Adorno to Benjamin, March 4, 1934, Frankfurt am Main, Adorno Estate.) 
He later recalled that in order to learn English as quickly as possible lie 
read “countless detective stories” without using a dictionary. (Theodor 
W. Adorno, Philosophische Terminologie: Zur Einleitung , 2 vols., ed. 
Rudolf zur Lippe [Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1973], vol. 
1, P- 33.) 

21. The manuscript, written from 1934 to 1938, was first published (eu 
larged and slightly revised) as Zur Metakritik der h'rkennlnixtheorie (Frank 
furt. am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1956). 

22. Lelter, Adorno to Krenek, Oclober 7, 193 A, Adorno und Krenek Brief* 
wechsel, p. 44. 

23. Jay, The Dialectical Imagination p p. 30, 

24. Hjldcprd Brenner, “Theodor W. Adorno ala Sachwultor det Btnjaminiehen 
Werkes/ 1 Die neueltnk* nach Adorno, ed. WIJ fried P, Schoeller (Munich! 



282 THE ORIGIN OF NEGATIVE DIALECTICS 


Kindler, 1969), pp. 158-175, first published in Alternative 59/60 (April- 
June, 1968). For a meticulous rebuttal of Brenner’s charges see Rolf Tiede- 
mann, “Zur ‘Beschlagnahme’ Walter Benjamins Oder wie man mit der 
Philologie Schlitten fahrt,” Das Argument 46 (March 1968): 74-93. 

25. The Adorno-Benjamin correspondence has not yet been published in 
full, although a selection of some of the most significant letters, which 
did not appear in the 1966 2-volume edition of Benjamin’s Briefe (edited 
by Adorno and Gershom Scholem), have appeared in a collection of 
Adorno’s writings on Benjamin published posthumously (Theodor W. 
Adorno, liber Walter Benjamin , ed. Rolf Tiedemann [Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp Verlag, 1970], pp. 103-161). Most of these have been trans¬ 
lated by Harry Zohn for New Left Review 81 (October 1973): 55-80. 
An important part of Benjamin’s estate remains in the DDR Zentralarchiv 
in Potsdam and is now closed to Western scholars. 

26. In addition to the Adorno-Benjamin correspondence mentioned above, 
particularly relevant recent publications are Gershom Scholem’s book of 
memoirs, Walter Benjamin: Die Geschichte einer Freundschaft (Frankfurt 
am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1975), and the wealth of material provided 
by the editors of Benjamin’s complete works, Rolf Tiedemann and Her¬ 
mann Schweppenhauser, in a 450-page supplement to the first volume: 
Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften, vol. 1:3: Abhandlungen (Frankfurt am 
Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1974). 

27. See above, Chapter 1, page 22. 

28. Scholem, Walter Benjamin: Die Geschichte einer Freundschaft, p. 256. 

29. Ibid., p. 198. 

30. Walter Benjamin, “Karl Kraus,” Schriften , 2 vols., ed. Theodor W. Adorno 
and Gretel Adorno (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1955), vol. 
2, pp. 159-195. 

31. Letter, Scholem to Benjamin, March 30, 1931, in Scholem, Walter Ben¬ 
jamin: Die Geschichte einer Freundschaft, pp. 283-287. 

32. Although Horkheimer’s writing developed a positive religious tone after 
World War II, Scholem has attested that in the thirties he and other mem¬ 
bers of the Institute outside of Adorno “didn’t know where to begin” 
with Benjamin’s theological elements {ibid., p. 257). 

33. See above, Chapter 8, page 125. 

34. In a letter praising Benjamin’s essay on Kraus (which, ironically, Scholem 
had found too Marxist), he encouraged his friend to ignore “the objec¬ 
tions of that Brechtian atheism which it suits us perhaps, as inverse the¬ 
ology, to redeem, but in no case to accept. . . . [F]ull categorial depth 
must be achieved without sparing theology; but then I also believe that 
we help in this decisive level of Marxist theory all the more, the less we 
submissively appropriate |that theory] lo ourselves exlernally; lhal here 
the ‘aesthetic’ will intervene into reality with incomparably more revolu¬ 
tionary depth than the theory of class brought in as a deiis ex machina 
(Letter, Adorno to Benjamin, November 6, 1934, Frankfurt am Main, 
Adorno Btitutc.) 



Notes 


283 


35. Cited in Scholem, Walter Benjamin: Die Geschichte einer Freundschaft, 
p. 223. 

36. Ibid., p. 224. Cf. also letter, Benjamin to Adorno, July 17, 1931 (Frank¬ 
furt am Main, Adorno Estate). 

37. He wrote a last will and testament, which is now in the Potsdam Archive 
in East Germany (Scholem, Walter Benjamin: Die Geschichte einer Freund¬ 
schaft, p. 233). 

38. Cited in ibid. 

39. Benjamin addressed Scholem and, beginning in 1933, Adorno’s future 
wife Gretel Karplus in the familiar form. He maintained the formal 

with both Adorno and Brecht. 

40. Scholem, Walter Benjamin: Die Geschichte einer Freundschaft, p. 224. 

41. Letter, Adorno to Benjamin, November 6, 1934 (Frankfurt am Main, 
Adorno Estate). 

42. Kracauer wrote to Scholem around 1930 that he had had a “very intense 
quarrel with Benjamin concerning his slavishly masochistic behavior 
toward Brecht. . . .” (Cited in Scholem, Walter Benjamin: Die Geschichte 
einer Freundschaft, p. 205.) 

43. Benjamin was with Brecht in the latter’s home in Svendborg, Denmark, 
from July to October 1934, and again in the summers of 1936 and 1938. 
In July 1935 they saw each other in Paris. Benjamin’s time with Adorno 
was limited to a visit in Paris in October 1936 and a longer, last time with 
him in San Remo during January 1938. Scholem, who had gone to Pales¬ 
tine in 1933, saw Benjamin only once for a short time in Europe in 1938. 

44. Cf. Brenner, “Theodor W. Adorno als Sachwalter des Benjaminschen 
Werkes,” Die neue Linke nach Adorno. 

45. A special reprint of Scholem’s 100-page essay on the Kabbalah written 
for the Encyclopaedia Judaica was in Benjamin’s hands by 1932 {Ibid., 

p. 226). 

46. Ibid., p. 246. 

47. For example: “At its most materialistic, materialism comes to agree 
with theology. Its great desire would be the resurrection of the flesh, a 
desire utterly foreign to idealism, the realm of the absolute spirit.” (Theo¬ 
dor W. Adorno, Negative Dialectics, trans. E. B. Ashton [New York: 
The Seabury Press, 1973], p. 207.) 

48. Letter, Adorno to Benjamin, March 18, 1936, Adorno, Uber Walter 
Benjamin, p. 134. 

49. That Adorno’s appreciation of theology was limited to a “totally secular 
level” was clear to Scholem, who thus dismissed as “laughable” later charges 
that Adorno’s position was theological whereas Benjamin deserted the¬ 
ology for materialism. (Scholem, Walter Benjamin: Die Geschichte einer 
Freundschaft, pp. 257, 269.) This was his judgment despite his “no small 
surprise” when he finally me! and spoke with Adorno in 1938 in New 
York: “I hail expected a Marxist, who would insist on lh« liquidation of 
ihis, in my opinion, most valuable continuity in Benjamin’s intellectual 

^ ..... 



284 THE ORIGIN OF NEGATIVE DIALECTICS 


household. Instead I met here a mind which, even when viewed under his 
own dialectical perspective, related to these traits fully and openly, indeed 
almost positively.” {Ibid., p. 268.) Adorno’s impression of that meeting is 
recorded in a letter to Benjamin: “It is not easy for me to convey my 
impression of Scholem. . . . My liking of him comes into play most strong¬ 
ly where he makes himself the advocate of the theological motif in your, 
and perhaps I may say also in my philosophy, and it will not have escaped 
you that a number of his arguments concerning the task of the theological 
motif, above all, that it is in truth as little eliminated in your method as in 
mine, converge with my San Remo discussions. . . .” (Letter, Adorno to 
Benjamin, May 4, 1938, Frankfurt am Main, Adorno Estate.) 

50. Benjamin, Briefe, vol. 2, p. 624. 

51. Walter Benjamin, “Franz Kafka: On the Tenth Anniversary of his Death” 
(1934), Illuminations , ed. and introd. Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry Zohn 
(New York: Schocken Books, 1969), p. 127. 

52. Ibid., p. 122. 

53. Ibid., p. 133. 

54. Ibid., p. 132. 

55. Ibid. , pp. 128-129. 

56. Scholem, Walter Benjamin: Die Geschichte einer Freundschaft, p. 213. 
Scholem continued: “Here for once the world is brought to speech in 
which redemption cannot be anticipated — go and make that clear to the 
Goyim!” 

57. Cited in ibid., p. 218. 

58. Benjamin, Briefe, vol. 2,pp. 613-628. 

59. Brecht’s criticism was rather brutal, as Benjamin recorded in his diary 
during his visit in Denmark. At first, and for weeks, Brecht said nothing; 
then, according to Benjamin’s entry of August 31: “The night before 
last a long and heated debate about my Kafka. Its foundation: the charge 
that it promotes Jewish fascism. It increases and spreads the darkness 
surrounding Kafka instead of dispersing it.” (Walter Benjamin, Under¬ 
standing Brecht, introd. Stanley Mitchell, trans. Anna Bostock [London: 
NLB, 1973], p. 1 10.) 

60. Letter, Adorno to Benjamin, December 17, 1934, Adorno, Uber Walter 
Benjamin, p. 103. 

61. Ibid., pp. 109-110. 

62. Ibid., p. 107. Adorno admitted to a similar fault: “I know well enougli 
that the same regression, the same inadequate articulation of the concept 
of myth is just as attributable to me in the Kierkegaard study. . . .” (Ibid. t 
p. 106.) 

63. /hid ., p. 1 05. 

64. Benjamin, “Franz Kal'ka” i 193'1), Illuminations, p. 122. 

65. Ibid . 

66. Letter, Adorno to Benjamin, December 17, 1934, Adorno, Uber Waiter 
Benjamin, pp, 105-107. 



Notes 


285 


67. See above, Chapter 8, page 129. 

68. Benjamin, “Zentralpark,” Schriften, vol. 1, p. 489. 

69. Adorno found the “bringing in of categories from epic theater” foreign 
to the material of the essay. (Letter, Adorno to Benjamin, December 
17, 1934, Adorno, Uber Walter Benjamin, p. 108.) 

70. Scholem, Walter Benjamin: Die Geschichte einer Freundschaft, p. 250. 

71. His argument was discussed in Chapter 2 above, page 35. 

72. Walter Benjamin, “The Author as Producer” (1933), Understanding 
Brecht , p. 101 (italics Benjamin’s). Benjamin praised the proletarian music 
of Hanns Eisler which, he was well aware, Adorno had criticized sharply in 
1932 (see above, Chapter 2, page 40). The lecture concluded with the 
statement “the revolutionary struggle is not fought between capitalism 
and mind. It is fought between capitalism and the proletariat.” {Ibid., 
p. 103.) 

73. Ibid., p. 95. 

74. Ibid., p. 102. 

75. Scholem wrote: “I never received a copy of the text, which was men¬ 
tioned in his letters and discussions. When I pressured him in Paris in 
1938 he said, T think I’d rather not give it to you to read.’ Now that I 
know the essay, I can understand that.” (Scholem, Walter Benjamin: Die 
Geschichte einer Freundschaft, p. 250.) 

76. Letter, Benjamin to Adorno, May 31, 1935, Benjamin, Briefe, vol. 2, 
P. 662. 

77. Letter, Benjamin to Adorno, June 10, 1935 (Frankfurt am Main, Adorno 
Estate). 

78. II was on the basis of this memorandum that Benjamin became a member 
of the Institute, receiving a stipend for work on the book-length Passagen- 
arbeit, as well as articles for publication in the Institute’s Zeitschrift 
fur Sozialforschung. (Editorial comment in Benjamin, Gesammelte Schrif 
ten 1:3, p. 1066.) 

79. The draft which Adorno received (since lost) was not quite the same, 
bul very close to the one which was published as “Paris: Die Haupstadt 
des XIX. Jahrhunderts” in the two-volume edition of the Benjamin Schrif¬ 
ten edited by Theodor and Gretel Adorno in 1955 (vol. 1, pp. 406-422), 
and Iranslated as “Paris: The Capital of the Nineteenth Century” in 
Waller Benjamin, Charles Baudelaire: A Lyric Poet in the Era of High 
Capitalism , trans. Harry Zohn (London: NLB, 1973), pp. 155-176. 

80. “The formulation ‘the new is intermingled with the old’ appears to me 
highly dubious. . . . There is no reversion to the old; rather, the newest, 
UN appearance and phantasmagoria, is itself the old.” (Letter, Adorno 
!o Benjamin, August 2, 1935, Adorno, Uber Walter Benjamin,?. 119.) 

HI lbld. t p.M2. 

H2, Ibid., p. I 17. 

N3. let tor, Benjamin to “Felizitus” (Gretel Karpins), August 16, 1935, Ben¬ 
jamin, Hriefa, vol. 2, p. 686. 






286 Til!-: ORIGIN OF NEGATIVE DIALECTICS 


84. I hid., p.687. 

85. Feller, Benjamin to Scholem, May 20, 1935, ibid., p. 654. 

86. In the opening lines of his Hornberg letter, Adorno wrote that one of 
“Ilie most important ideas” in the expose was Benjamin’s reference to 
(he collector’s utopian dream of a world in which things were free from 
I he bondage of being useful. (Adorno, liber Walter Benjamin , p. Ill; 
cl'. Benjamin, “Paris: The Capital of the Nineteenth Century” (1935), 
Charles Baudelaire , p. 169.) 

87. See above, Chapter 2. 

88. Benjamin, “Paris: Die Hauptstadt des XIX. Jahrhunderts” (1935), Schrif- 
len , vol. 1, p. 408. 

89. Fetter, Adorno to Benjamin, August 2, 1935, Adorno, liber Walter Ben¬ 
jamin , p. 115. 

90. /bid., pp. 114-115. 

91. Ibid., p. 113. 

92. Parts of these essays appeared in the Institute’s Zeitschrift fur Sozial- 
Jbrschung, but they were first published in full in a book entitled Versuch 
iiber Wagner (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1952). 

93. Letter, Benjamin to Scholem, August 9, 1935, Benjamin, Briefe, vol. 2, 
p. 685. 

94. Letter, Adorno to Benjamin, August 2, 1935, Adorno, Uber Walter Ben¬ 
jamin, p. 112. 

95. Scholem, Walter Benjamin: Die Geschichte einer Freundschaft, pp. 34-35. 

96. Adorno, liber Walter Benjamin, pp. 49, 98. 

97. Letter, Benjamin to Horkheimer, October 1935, in Benjamin, Gesammelte 
Schriften 1:3, p. 983. 

98. There were a variety of drafts and revisions of this essay. As far as the 
editors of Benjamin’s works have been able to establish, Horkheimer 
received the first definitive German draft, as did Bernhard Reich in Mos¬ 
cow. It is reprinted as the “Erste Fassung” in ibid., 1:2, pp. 431-469. 
Horkheimer and Benjamin decided that the article should appear in French, 
and the draft (somewhat revised) was soon translated for publication in 
the Zeitschrift fur Sozialforschung. Adorno received a copy of the first 
French draft (now lost) to which he responded in his letter of March 18, 
1936. The French draft was then altered considerably by people con¬ 
nected with the Institute Zeitschrift in Paris. Benjamin’s strong protest 
to the changes led to a series of complications that delayed its publica¬ 
tion for half a year. The changes were aimed primarily at eliminating 
formulations too easily taken as “a political confession” (i.e., Communist) 
which might provoke suspicions against the exiled Institute, causing a 
“serious lineal” lo its continued existence in the United States (ibid., 
1:3, p. 1019). In the end Benjamin agreed to most of the changes. The 
draft finally published in I he ZeitschriJ'l in May 1936, “I. ’Oeuvre d’art 
k I’dpoque de sa reproduction m^canisee ” is thus substantially different 
from the first German version. (It appears in the appendix of ibid., 1:2, 


IS/otes 


287 


pp. 709-739.) Benjamin later wrote a second German version, probably 
in 1937-1938, which, among other changes, reinstated the more radical, 
more Marxist formulations. He sent it to Gretel Adorno, and it is this 
version which she and Theodor W. Adorno included in their 2-volume 
edition of Benjamin’s Schriften published in 1955 (where it is misleadingly 
identified as a translation of the 1936 version printed in French in the 
Zeitschrift). From here it was translated into English as “The Work of 
Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” in Illuminations , pp. 217- 
251. It appears as the “Zweite Fassung” in Benjamin, Gesammelte Schrif¬ 
ten 1:2, pp. 471-508. 

99. He asked that copies not be circulated before publication, fearing his 
ideas would be stolen {ibid., 1:3, p. 983); he was pleased and flattered 
when Andre Malraux discussed the (published) essay at a London writer’s 
congress in 1 936 {ibid. , p. 1024). 

100. Letter, Benjamin to Werner Kraft, December 27, 1935, ibid., p. 986. 

101. Letter, Benjamin to Adorno, February 7, 1936, ibid., pp. 986-987. 

102. Letter, Adorno to Benjamin, January 29, 1936, ibid., p. 986. 

103. He wrote to Horkheimer February 29, 1936, that this section, funda¬ 
mental to the “political groundplan” of the essay, ought not to be omitted 
“if this work is to have informatory value for the avantgarde French 
intelligentsia” {ibid., p. 992). However, censorship of clearly identifiable 
Marxist formulations was necessary for the Institute, given the political 
precariousness of its position in exile in the United States, and Benjamin’s 
articles were treated no differently in this respect than Adorno’s or others. 
Benjamin’s final agreement to such changes was based not so much on 
Institute pressure and financial necessity as on sympathy for the real 
difficulties the Marxist formulations could have caused the Institute 
{ibid., pp. 1018-1019). 

104. Benjamin, Das Kunstwerk im Zeitalter seiner technischen Reproduzier- 
barkeit (Erste Fassung, 1935), Gesammelte Schriften 1:2, p. 435. 

105. Ibid. 

106. See above, Chapter 2. 

107. In contrast, when Adorno spoke of the dialectical process involved in the 
reproduction of music, he meant the subject-object relationship involved 
in the act of its performance. As early as 1928 he argued that the new 
mechanical reproduction techniques had indeed transformed that process, 
but its effect was negative: The family now listened to music on the 
gramophone instead of actively reproducing it by playing it. The result 
was to distance the music from the subject, whose role was reduced to 
passivity, indeed, subservience: The dog listening to his master’s voice 
was the authentic trademark for the gramophone’s effect. (Theodor 
Wiesengrund-Adorno, “Nadelkurven,” Musikblatter des Anbruch 10, 2 
[1928] : 47-50.) 

1 08. See Chapter 8, page 1 27. 

109. Benjamin, “L’Geuvre d’arl ;i I’epoque He sa reproduction inecanis^e 0 
(1936), GesammeUe Schriften I 2, pp, 1 14-7 15. 




288 THE ORIGIN OF NEGATIVE DIALECTICS 


1 10. Ibid., p. 728. 

111. Ibid., p. 736. 

1 12. Benjamin had already argued in “The Author as Producer” that this was a 
mark of progressive art (see above, page 000). 

113. Benjamin, “L’Oeuvre d’art a lepoque de sa reproduction mecanisee” 
(1936), Gesammelte Schriften 1:2, p. 724. 

114. Benjamin, Das Kunstwerk im Zeitalter seiner technischen Reproduzier- 
barkeit (1935), ibid., p. 369. 

115. Adorno was responding to the first French draft of early 1936 (which has 
since been lost), an intermediary version between the first German draft 
of 1935 and the French draft published in the Zeitschrift fur Sozialfor- 
schung in May 1936. For want of a better solution to the philological 
problem, parts of both these drafts have been used here. 

116. See above, Chapter 8. 

117. Letter, Adorno to Benjamin, March 18, 1936, Benjamin, Gessammelte 
Schriften 1:3, p. 1002. 

118. Ibid. 

119. Ibid. 

120. „ r politically this means nothing other than to credit the proletariat 
(as the subject of cinema) immediately with an achievement which, ac¬ 
cording to Lenin, it can never realize except through a theory of intellec¬ 
tuals as dialectical subjects, who themselves belong to the sphere of 
artworks which you have consigned to Hell.” {Ibid., p. 1003.) 

121. Ibid., p. 1004. 

122. Ibid. 

123. Ibid.,p. 1003. 

124. Letter, Benjamin to Adorno, June 30, 1936, ibid., p. 1022. 

125. Adorno wrote Benjamin that the jazz essay “tries to express positively 
some of the things I have formulated negatively today. It arrives at a 
complete verdict on jazz, in particular by revealing its ‘progressive’ ele¬ 
ments (appearance of montage, collective work, primacy of reproduction 
over production) as facades of something that is in truth quite reaction¬ 
ary.” (Letter, Adorno to Benjamin, March 18, 1936, ibid.) 

1 26. Letter, Benjamin to Adorno, June 30, 1936, ibid., p. 1022. 

127. Probably “Typescript T 1 ,” almost identical to the second German draft 
(“Zweite Fassung”) of 1937*1938 in ibid., vol. 1:2, pp. 471*508 (see 
ibid. , vol. 1:3, pp. 1032, 1060-1061). 

128. Bertolt Brecht, Arbeitsjournal, 2 vols., ed. Werner Hecht (Frankfurt am 
Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1973), vol. 1, p. 16. (The entry is dated July 
25, 1938.) 

12‘L Sclinicm, Walter Renjamin: Die Geschichie einer b'reundsclutft, p. 251. 
He was respondiiiy lo one of (lie I'rench drafts which were actually less 
Marxist than Credit's copy. 

130 I hid. 

131. Ibid, | p. 258, 



Notes 


289 


132. Ibid. This argument was compatible with the opening thesis of Benjamin’s 
Geschichtsphilosophische Thesen , written in 1940 (see Chapter 11). 

133. Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften 1:3, p. 985. In fact it was not published 
there. 

134. Ibid., pp. 1025-1026. 

135. See above, Chapter 3. 

136. Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften 1:3, p. 983. 

137. “Several times I have seen [Hanns] Eisler [in New York].... With great 
composure I listened to his miserable defense of the Moscow trials. . . 
(Letter, Adorno to Benjamin, May 4, 1938, Frankfurt am Main, Adorno 
Estate.) 

138. Rolf Tiedemann, “Historischer Materialismus Oder politischer Messianis- 
mus V’ Materialien zu Benjamins Thesen “Uber den Begriff der Geschichte”: 
Beitrdge und Interpretationen , ed. Peter Bulthaup (Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp Verlag, 1975), p. 101. 

139. Ibid. 

140. Ibid., p. 102. The change which it caused in Benjamin’s writings is dis¬ 
cussed in Chapter 11. 


CHAPTER 10 

1. Republished in Max Horkheimer, Kritische Theorie: Eine Dokumentation, 
2 vols., ed. Alfred Schmidt (Frankfurt am Main: S. Fischer Verlag, 1968), 
vol. II, pp. 1-81. 

2 . Ibid., p. 12. Horkheimer later developed this idea with Adorno in their theory 
of the “culture industry.” 

3. See [Institut fur Sozialforschung,] Studien uber Autorit'at und Familie, ed. 
Max Horkheimer (Paris: Felix Alcan, 1936). The empirical research was 
carried out with German workers before the emigration. Erich Fromm, as 
well as Horkheimer and Herbert Marcuse, were responsible for the theoretical 
part of the study. 

4. Horkheimer, “Egoismus und Freiheitsbewegung,” Kritische Theorie II, 
p. 32. 

5. Ibid., pp. 50-5 1. 

6. The relationship between Marcuse and Adorno was not close during the 
1930s. Although Marcuse’s frequent articles in the Institute’sjournal demon¬ 
strated that he shared many of Adorno’s positions — on mass culture, for 
example, and on the centrality of dialectical argumentation — their intellectu¬ 
al and personal temperaments were quite far apart, and the affinities in their 
writing were less the result of direct influence than they were a reflection of 
their mutual friendship with Max Horkheimer. 

7. Letter, Adorno to Benjamin, July 19, 1937 (Frankfurt am Main, Adorno 
Estate). 

8. Cited In Martin lay, The Dialectical imagination A History of the Frank 




2 ( H) THE ORIGIN OF NEGATIVE DIALECTICS 


furt School and the Institute of Social Research, 1923-1950 (Boston: Lit¬ 
tle, Brown, 1973), p. 188. 

9. Letter, Benjamin to Horkheimer, October 13, 1936, Walter Benjamin, Briefe, 
2 vols., ed. Gershom Scholem and Theodor W. Adorno (Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp Verlag, 1966), vol. 2, p. 722. 

10. Ibid. 

1 1. Letter, Adorno to Benjamin, November [?], 1936 (Frankfurt am Main, 
Adorno Estate). 

12. Letter, Adorno to Benjamin, July 19, 1937 (Frankfurt am Main, Adorno 
Estate). 

13. Letter, Horkheimer to Adorno, October 13, 1937 (Frankfurt am Main, 
Adorno Estate). 

14. Max Horkheimer, “Traditionelle und kritische Theorie” (1937), Zeitschrift 
fur Sozialforschung, trans. as “Traditional and Critical Theory,” in Max Hork¬ 
heimer, Critical Theory, trans. Matthew J. O’Connell et al. (New York: 
Herder and Herder, 1972), pp. 188-252. 

15. Benjamin, Briefe, vol. 2, p. 736. 

16. Scholem acknowledged the decisiveness of this support, which began in 
1933: “It is impossible to imagine what would have become of him in Paris 
without the help that came from Friedrich Pollock and Max Horkheimer — 
doubtless prompted by Adorno’s understanding of Benjamin’s productivity 
and situation.” (Gershom Scholem, Walter Benjamin: Die Geschichte einer 
Freundschaft [Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1975 ], p. 245.) 

17. Ibid., p. 268. 

18. Ibid., p. 261. 

19. Ibid., pp. 247, 261,268. 

20. Letter, Adorno to Benjamin, November [?], 1937 (Frankfurt am Main, 
Adorno Estate). 

21. See Chapter 11. 

22. Benjamin was well aware of this difference: “the fundamental conception of 
[the] Wagner [essay] is a polemical one,” and hence it mixed poorly with 
the concept of “rescuing” or “redemption” ( Rettung ): “Redemption is a 
cyclical form, the polemic is a progressive one.” (Letter, Benjamin to Adorno, 
June 19, 1938, Frankfurt am Main, Adorno Estate.) 

23. Letter, Benjamin to Horkheimer, January 6, 1938, Benjamin, Briefe, vol. 2, 
p. 741. 

24. Ibid . 

25. When Adorno began working on the Princeton Radio Research Project, he 
referred to his own method as “social physiognomies” (see Chapter 11, page 
176). 

26. Cf. above, Chapter 4. 

27. Letter, Adorno to Benjamin, June 8, 1038 (Frankfurt am Main, Adorno Es¬ 
tate). He assured Benjamin dial il would “also represent your theorelical 
interests in a way lhal will give you pleasure,” [/hid. ) 



Notes 


291 


28. Letter, Adorno to Benjamin, August 2, 1938 (Frankfurt am Main, Adorno 
Estate). 

29. Republished in Dissonanzen (1956), the third edition of which is in Theodor 
W. Adorno, Gesammelte Schriften, vol. 14: Dissonanzen; Einleitung in die 
Musiksoziologie, ed. Rolf Tiedemann (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 
1973), pp. 14-50, 

30. Conversation with Rolf Tiedemann, Frankfurt am Main, summer 1 972. 

31. Adorno, “Uber den Fetischcharakter in der Musik und die Regression des 
Horens” (1938), GS 14, p. 27. 

32. Ibid., p. 48. 

33. Ibid., p. 50. 

34. He wrote to Horkheimer December 15, 1939: “Nothing in the world for me 
is able to replace the Bibliotheque Nationale . ” (Benjamin, Briefe, vol. 2, 
p. 839.) 

35. Letter, Benjamin to Horkheimer, April 16, 1938, Walter Benjamin, Gesam¬ 
melte Schriften, 6 vols., ed. Rolf Tiedemann and Hermann Schweppenhauser, 
vol. 1:3: Abhandlungen (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1974), 
p. 1073. The completed essay was not published in the Institute’s journal 
for reasons explained below. It appears as Charles Baudelaire: Ein Lyriker 
im Zeitalter des Hochkapitalismus in ibid., vol. 1:2, pp. 509-604, and in 
translation as “The Paris of the Second Empire in Baudelaire” in Walter 
Benjamin, Charles Baudelaire: A Lyric Poet in the Era of High Capitalism, 
trans. Harry Zohn (London: NLB, 1973), pp. 9-107. 

36. Scholem, Walter Benjamin: Die Geschichte einer Freundschaft, p. 261. 

37. Ibid. 

38. Ibid., pp. 262-263. 

39. Letter, Benjamin to Kitty Marx-Steinschneider, July 20, 1938, Benjamin, 
Briefe, vol. 2, p. 767. 

40. Ibid., p. 768. 

41. Letter, Gretel Adorno to Benjamin, August 3, 1938, Benjamin, Gesammelte 
Schriften 1:3, p. 1085. 

42. “Everyone proceeds from the assumption that it is absolutely necessary for 
your work to live in Paris. Teddie and I at least are of a different opinion. 
Aside from the hope that there are certain people here who could attract 
you, we have known you long enough in Berlin to have confidence that New 
York would be at least not unpleasant for you.” (Letter, Gretel Adorno to 
Benjamin, September 12, 1938, ibid., p. 1089.) 

43. Letter, Adorno to Benjamin, November 10, 1938, ibid., p. 1093. 

44. Ibid., p. 1094. 

45. Ibid. 

46. See above, page 143. 

47. See above, page 156. 

48. Letter, Adorno to Benjumin, November 10, 1938, Benjamin, Gesammelte 
Schriften 1:3, p, 1096. 





292 THE ORIGIN OF NEGATIVE DIALECTICS 


49. 

50. 


51. 

52, 

53, 

54. 

55, 

56. 

57. 

58, 


59. 

60, 
61. 


62. 

63 

64, 

65, 

66 , 

67, 

68 . 
69. 


70 


Ibid., p. 1098. The reference is to Nikolai Bukharin and E. Preobraschensky, 
Das ABC des Kommunismus (1921). 

“The study does not represent you as it of all your writings must represen! 
you.” (Letter, Adorno to Benjamin, November 10, 1938, Benjamin, Gesam 
melte Schriften 1:3, p. 1098.) 

Ibid., pp. 1097-1098. 

Letter, Benjamin to Adorno, December 9, 1938, ibid., p. 1101. 

Ibid. 

Ibid., p. 1103. 

Ibid. 

Ibid., p. 1104. 

Ibid., pp. 1 103-1 104. 

Hence when Adorno wrote to Benjamin that the Institute supported his posi¬ 
tion (see above, page 157), this marked a correction of his earlier evaluation, 
Significantly, references to the Institute in the passage from Benjamin’s letter 
cited immediately below were deleted from its publication in the 1955 cdi 
tion of Benjamin’s Briefe (edited by Adorno and Scholem). 

Ibid.., p. 1103. 

Ibid., p. 1105. 

Benjamin admitted in a letter to Scholem (February 4, 1939): “The reserve 
tions that could be made against the manuscript are in part reasonable , , 
{ibid., p. 1114). As Benjamin anticipated, Scholem’s criticisms of it weftl 
very close to Adorno’s {ibid., p. 1118). In an addendum to the essay BtQ 
jamin’s methodological comments reflected Adorno’s criticism. He stated 
that “the matter in itself” was not “in truth”; hence it was not sufficient t 
“simply confront the poet Baudelaire with present-day society and answi! 
the question as to what he has to say to this society’s progressive cadres b 
referring to his works. . . .” (Benjamin, “Addendum to ‘The Paris of th 
Second Empire in Baudelaire’ ” (n.d.), Charles Baudelaire, pp. 103-1 04, 
Letter, Benjamin to Pollock, April 8, 1939, Benjamin, Gesammelle Schriften 
1:3,p. 1116. 

Letter, Benjamin to Adorno, October 4, 1 938, ibid., p. 1092. 

Benjamin, Briefe, vol. 2, p. 796. 

Scholem, Walter Benjamin: Die Geschichte einer Freundschaft, p. 270. 

Letter, Benjamin to Scholem, February 4, 1939, Benjamin, Gesamm&lj^ 
Schriften 1:3, p. 1113. 

Letter dated February 1, 1939, ibid., pp. I 107-1 I 13. 

Letter, Gretel Adorno to Benjamin, May 5, 1939, ibid., p. 1120 

Published in the Zeitschrift fur Sozialfmschung as “liber einige Motive bli 
Baudelaire,” reprinted in Benjamin, GesuNimgUe Schriften \ 2, pp. 60S 1 
654, and translated as “Some Mold's in Baudelaire.” Benjamin, Charte 
Baudelaire , pp. 107-154. 

Letter, Benjamin to Murgurete Steffin, August 6, 1939, Benjamin, <7#Xg|| 
m§ll§Schriften |;J, p, 1 I 25. 




Notes 


293 


71. Letter, Gretel Adorno to Benjamin, August 6, 1939, ibid., p. 1125. 

72. Letter, Adorno to Benjamin, n.d. (November or December 1939), ibid., 
p. 1127. 

73. Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften 1:2, p. 608. 

74. Ibid., p. 630. 

75. Ibid., p. 643. 

76. Ibid., p. 623. 

77. Ibid. 

78. Ibid., p. 632. 

79. Ibid., p. 633. 

80. Benjamin described the “aura” of objects as the power to return the viewer’s 
gaze: “To experience the aura of an object appearing before us means to 
invest it with the ability to look at us in return.” {Ibid., pp. 646-647.) 
This was the theory which had appeared to Brecht the year before as “rather 
ghastly” mysticism (see above, page 149). Now in responding to the new 
essay, Adorno suggested that as “inverse” theology the idea corresponded 
to the Marxian concept of objects as sedimented human labor. The inability 
to see that human element (which would “look at us in return”) would thus be 
synonymous with the reification of commodities. (Letter, Adorno to Ben¬ 
jamin, February 29, 1940, Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften 1:3, pp.. 1131- 
1132.) Benjamin affirmed this interpretation, but significantly he was 
unwilling to totally secularize the notion of aura and argued that the “for¬ 
gotten human element” of objects was not sedimented labor alone: “Tree 
and bush, which are invested with aura, are not made by human beings.” 
( Letter, Benjamin to Adorno, May 7, 1940, ibid., p. 1134.) 

N I. Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften 1:2, p. 618. 

82. Ibid., p. 631. 

83. The closing section discusses the motif of the “lost halo” from a previously 
neglected document in Baudelaire’s literary estate and juxtaposes to it a 
passage which anticipates Benjamin’s description of Paul Klee’s Angelus 
Novus as the angel of history (see below, page 169). The Baudelaire passage: 
“Lost in this mean world, jostled by the crowds, I am like a weary man 
whose eye sees nothing but disillusionment and bitterness looking backward 
inlo the depths of the years, and before him nothing but a tempest that con- 
lains nothing new, neither instruction nor pain.” {Ibid., p. 652.) The passage 
by Benjamin from the Geschichtsphilosophische Thesen (cited in full below, 
p. 169): “There is a painting by Klee called ‘Angelus Novus.’ . . . The angel 
of history must look like that. His face is turned toward the past. Where a 
chain of events appears to us, he sees one single catastrophe which relent¬ 
lessly piles wreckage upon wreckage and hurls them before his feet. . . . [A] 
slomi is blowing from Paradise. . . . This storm drives him irresistibly into 
lhe fillure . . . while the pile of debris before him grows toward the sky.” 
{Ibid., pp. 697-698.) 

84. Benjamin, Gesam me He Schriften 1:3, p. I 130. 

85. I'hls lias been Hie conclusion of llie besl-qualified commentators. See par- 





294 THE ORIGIN OF NEGATIVE DIALECTICS 


licularly Rolf Tiedemann’s editorial afterword in Walter Benjamin, Charles 
Baudelaire: Ein Lyriker im Zeitalter des Hochkapitalismus. Zwei Fragmente 
(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1969), pp. 167-191; also Jurgen 
Habermas’s review of Benjamin in Die Zeit, September 12, 1969, p. 14. 

86. Scholem, Walter Benjamin: Die Geschichte einer Freundschaft, pp. 274-275. 

87. Letter, Benjamin to Adorno, May 7, 1940, Benjamin, Briefe, vol. 2, p. 848. 

88. Letter, Benjamin to Horkheimer, December 15, 1939, ibid., p. 839. 

89. In fact the theses had a very great impact on Adorno and Horkheimer, as was 
evident in their study on history, Dialektik der Aufklarung (1947). (See 
above, Chapter 3, pages 59-60.) 

90. So he told Hannah Arendt in Paris that winter. The Institute received two 
versions of the manuscript posthumously, from Arendt and Martin Domke, 
and published the latter in a special edition of the Institutejournal dedicated 
to Benjamin’s memory in 1942. (Scholem, Walter Benjamin: Die Geschichte 
einer Freundschaft, p. 275.) 

9 I. Letter, Benjamin to Adorno, August 2,1940, Benjamin, Briefe, vol. 2, p. 861. 

92. He had mentioned intentions of suicide to Hannah Arendt in Marseilles on 
his way to Spain. (Scholem, Walter Benjamin: Die Geschichte einer Freund¬ 
schaft, p. 279.) 

93. Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften 1:2, pp. 578-579. 


CHAPTER 11 

1. Letter, Adorno to Benjamin, February 1, 1939 (Frankfurt am Main, 
Adorno Estate). Through friends in America Adorno succeeded in getting 
his parents a passport to Cuba; after a year’s delay they emigrated and 
lived in Florida. (Ibid, and letter, Adorno to Benjamin, February 29, 
1 940, Frankfurt am Main, Adorno Estate.) 

2. Letter, Adorno to Benjamin, February 1, 1939 (Frankfurt am Main, 
Adorno Estate). 

3. Letter, Adorno to Krenek, July 29, 1935, Theodor W . Adorno und Ernst 
Krenek: Briefwechsel , ed. Wolfgang Rogge (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp 
Verlag, 1974), p. 91. (The editor’s note saying that Adorno was referring 
to the death of his mother is an error.) 

4. Adorno contributed to Willi Reich’s book Alban Berg (Vienna: Herbert 
Reichner Verlag, 1937), noting to Krenek (another contributor) on Febru¬ 
ary 7, 1936: “Through this work I am slowly getting over Berg’s death.” 
(Adorno und Krenek: Briefwechsel , p. 112.) 

5. Ibid. , pp. 112-113. 

6. Documentation of Adorno’s initial personal response is not available. 
Mis first published statement, an article in the American Jewish weekly 
Aufbau (October 18, 1940), said simply: “He took away a life which 
ever since he began l:o Ihink, the world wished to deny him.” (Theodor 
W Adorno, Ober Walter Benjamin I Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Ver- 
\m. 1970), p 10.) 



Notes 


295 


7. “While we were still in New York [pre-1940], Horkheimer, under the 
impress of the gruesome things happening in Europe, got investigations 
under way on the problem of anti-Semitism.” (Theodor W. Adorno, 
“Scientific Experiences of a European Scholar in America,” trans. Donald 
Fleming, in The Intellectual Migration: Europe and America, 1930-1960 , 
ed. Donald Fleming and Bernard Bailyn [Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap- 
Harvard University Press, 1969], p. 335.) 

8. Theodor W. Adorno, “Der wunderliche Realist: Uber Siegfried Kracauer” 
(1964), Noten zur Literatur , vol. 3 (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Ver- 
lag, 1965), p. 103. 

9. Adorno, “Scientific Experiences of a European Scholar in America,” 
The Intellectual Migration , p. 339. 

10. Theodor W. Adorno, “George und Hofmannsthal: Zum Briefwechsel, 
1891-1906” (1942), Zur Dialektik des Engagements: Aufsatze zur Litera- 
tur des 20. Jahrhunderts II (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1973), 
p. 69. 

11. Adorno, “Scientific Experiences of a European Scholar in America,” 
The Intellectual Migration, p. 340. 

12. Cited in Martin Jay, The Dialectical Imagination: A History of the Frank¬ 
furt School and the Institute of Social Research, 1923-1950 (Boston: 
Little, Brown, 1973), p. 189. It was Lazarsfeld who had offered to hire 
Adorno: “I was aware of . . . controversial features of Adorno’s work, but 
was intrigued by his writings on the ‘contradictory’ role of music in our 
society [i.e., “Zur gesellschaftlichen Lage der Musik” (1932)]. I con¬ 
sidered it a challenge to see whether I could induce Adorno to try to 
link his ideas with empirical research. In addition, I felt gratitude to the 
Frankfurt group led by Max Horkheimer, of which he was a member; 
they had helped support the work of the Newark Center, and I knew 
they wanted Adorno in this country.” (Paul Lazarsfeld, “An Episode in 
the History of Social Research: A Memoir,” The Intellectual Migration , 
pp. 322-323.) 

13. Adorno, “Scientific Experiences of a European Scholar in America,” 
ibid. , p. 342. 

14. Ibid. 

15. Ibid., p. 343. 

16. Ibid. 

17. Lazarsfeld, “An Episode in the History of Social Research: A Memoir,” 
ibid. , p. 323. The memo, dated June 1938, was entitled “Music in Radio.” 

18. Ibid. At the time Lazarsfeld sharply criticized Adorno: “You pride your¬ 
self in attacking other people because they are neurotic and fetishists, 
but i( doesn’l occur !o you how open you are yourself lo such attacks. 

. . . Don’! you Ihink Ilia! il is a perfec! felishism I he way you use La! in 
words ail Ihrough Hit* text? , I implored you repeatedly to use more 
responsible lunguuge und you evidently were psychologically unuble to 
follow my uclvice.*' (Cited In Jay, Thu Dialectical Imagination* p, 223.) 

19. lbld,*v, 324. 




296 THE ORIGIN OF NEGATIVE DIALECTICS 


20. Ibid. 

21. Jay, The Dialectical Imagination , p. 172. 

22. Ibid. 

23. Ibid., pp. 167-168. 

24. Jay, The Dialectical Imagination,?. 194. 

25. Published as a fragment posthumously: Bertolt Brecht, Der Tui-Roman: 
Fragment (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1973). 

26. Hans Bunge, Fragen Sie mehr uber Brecht: Hanns Eisler im Gespr'ach 
(Munich: Rogner & Bernhard, 1970), p. 13. 

27. Schonberg was also on the West Coast, but, according to Thomas Mann, 
Adorno “had no personal intercourse with him,” although Eisler was a 
frequent guest at Schonberg’s house. (Thomas Mann, The Story of a 
Novel: The Genesis of Doctor Faustus , trans. Richard and Clara Winston 
[New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1961], p. 103.) 

28. See above, Chapter 2, page 40. 

29. Cited in Irving Fetscher, “Bertolt Brecht and America,” Salmagundi 
10/11, The Legacy of the German Refugee Intellectuals (Fall 1969-Winter 
1970): 271. 

30. Cited in ibid. 

31. Bunge, Fragen Sie mehr uber Brecht: Hanns Eisler im Gesprdch, pp. 
13-15. 

32. Completed in September 1944, the book was first published by Oxford 
University Press in 1947 under Eisler’s name only, as Eisler’s brother 
Gerhard had been assailed for his radical political activities in the United 
States, and Adorno by his own later admission did not want to be dragged 
into the affair. An altered German version was published in 1949 in East 
Germany (where Eisler went after the war), containing politically ex¬ 
pedient changes without Adorno’s consent. Adorno authorized a second, 
unchanged translation which was published in West Germany in 1969. 
(See Adorno’s note in Theodor W. Adorno and Hanns Eisler Composition 
fur den Film [Munich: Rogner & Bernhard, 1969], pp. 213-215;) 

33. A chapter on aesthetics, quite clearly by Adorno, asserted as a basic 
principle that music, instead of conforming to the visual image of the 
film, should stand in dialectical contradiction to it. Significantly, Adorno 
affirmed the principle of montage, claiming: “A montage correctly done 
is by definition also interpreting,” whereas earlier he had criticized Ben¬ 
jamin’s use of montage precisely because it excluded interpretation. 
{Ibid., p. 107n.) 

34. Theodor W. Adorno, Minima Moralia (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp 
Verlag, 1969), p. 42. 

35. Walter Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften , 6 vols., ed. Rolf Tiedemann and 
Hermann Schweppenhauser, vol. 1:3: Abhandlungen (Frankfurt am 
M.'iin: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1974), p. 1223. It is necessary to keep this in 
mind in order no! to misinterpret tlie theses. Their message is that history 
has remained ever-identieul in its oppression, barbarism, and suffering, 



NotPi 2$7 


yet they introduce a study which tries to Cttpturt thl iblOlUtlly MW 111 
human experience which emerges with industrial UrbinllltiOh, TkUl thl 
two poles, the archaic and the modern, were to provide the intcipji Ik* 
keys to nineteenth-century Paris. 

36. Of course, a reversal of Benjamin’s position was already implied In thf 
second Baudelaire essay completed in the summer of 1939. But TiedtmifM 
has argued that the real turning point was Benjamin’s disillusionment 
with the USSR following the Nazi-Soviet Non-Aggression Pact, which was 
signed several weeks later. (Rolf Tiedemann, “Historischer Materialism us 
oder politischer Messianismus?” Materialien zu Benjamins Thesen (i Uber 
den Begriff der Geschichte”: Beitrdge und Interpretationen, ed. Peter 
Bulthaup [Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1975], p. 102.) The 
point is that after the pact, the right theoretical tendency and the right 
political tendency once more converged. 

37. Benjamin, Uber den Begriff der Geschichte (1940), Gesammelte Schriften 
1:2, p. 698. The theses were published under this title in 1940, but are 
better known as the Geschichtsphilosophische Thesen , published as such 
in Illuminationen (1955). 

38. Benjamin, Uber den Begriff der Geschichte (1940), Gesammelte Schriften 
1:2, p. 698. 

39. Max Horkheimer, “Autoritarer Staat” (1942), Gesellschaft im Ubergang: 
Aufsdtze, Reden und Vortrage 1942-1970 , ed. Werner Brede (Frankfurt 
am Main: Athenaum Fischer Taschenbuch Verlag, 1972), p. 25. Benjamin 
wrote in the theses that the revolutionary break exploded the continuum 
of history instead of accelerating it, and noted that this was intuitively 
known by the Paris workers in the July revolution when spontaneously 
in various parts of the city they fired at the clocks in towers. (Benjamin, 
Uber den Begriff der Geschichte (1940), Gesammelte Schriften 1:2, pp. 
701-702.) 

40. Ibid., p. 693. 

41. Ibid. 

42. See above, Chapter 10. 

43. Ibid., p. 701. 

44. (See Gershom Scholem, “Walter Benjamin und sein Engel,” Zur A ktuali- 
tat Walter Benjamins: Aus Anlass des 80. Geburtstags von Walter Ben¬ 
jamin, ed. Siegfried Unseld (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1972). 

45. Benjamin, Uber den Begriff der Geschichte (1940), Gesammelte Schriften 
1:2, pp. 697-698. 

46. See above, Chapter 9, pages 140-146. 

47. Theodor Adorno, Minima M or alia: Reflections from Damaged Life, trans. 
E. F. N. Jephcott (London: NLB, 1974), p. 247. 

48. Adorno, “Zum Benjamins Gedachtnis” (1940), Uber Walter Benjamin , 

p. K). 

49. He had himself already emphasized I his Iransiency in his 1932 speech 
“Die Idee der Nai urgescliichte 1 * (discussed in Chapter 2) 







208 THE ORIGIN OF NEGATIVE DIALECTICS 

50. Benjamin, Uber den Begriff der Geschichte (1940), Gesammelte Schriften 
1:2, p. 695. 

5 1. Walter Benjamin, Schriften, 2 vols., ed. Theodor W. Adorno and Gretel 
Adorno (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1955); idem, Briefe, 2 
vols., ed. Gershom Scholem and Theodor W. Adorno (Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp Verlag, 1966). 

52. See above, Chapter 10, pages 000 ff. This essay in turn influenced Ben¬ 
jamin’s second Baudelaire essay (above, pages 154-155), which was on 
one level an act of self-criticism. 

53. Cf. Theodor W. Adorno, “A Social Critique of Radio Music,” Kenyon 
Review, 7, 2 (1945): 208-217; “Fernsehen als Ideologic” and “Prolog 
zum Fernsehen” (1953), in idem , Eingriffe: Neun kritische Modelle 
(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1968). 

54. Theodor W. Adorno, “Einleitung zum Positivismusstreit in der deutschen 
Soziologie ” (1969), Gesammelte Schriften, vol. 8: Soziologische Schriften 
I, ed. Rolf Tiedemann (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1972). 

55. Theodor W. Adorno, “The Psychological Technique of Martin Luther 
Thomas’ Radio Addresses” (1943), and “Studies in the Authoritarian 
Personality” (1944-1949), Gesammelte Schriften, vol. 9:1: Soziologische 
Schriften II: Erste Halfte, ed. Susan Buck-Morss and Rolf Tiedemann 
(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1975). 

56. Theodor W. Adorno, “The Stars Down to Earth” (1953), Gesammelte 
Schriften, vol. 9:2: Soziologische Schriften II: Zweite Halfte , ed. Susan 
Buck-Morss and Rolf Tiedemann (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 
1975). 

57. Theodor W. Adorno, “Vorrede” (1956), Zur Metakritik der Erkenntnis- 
theorie, Gesammelte Schriften , vol. 5, ed. Gretel Adorno and Rolf Tiede¬ 
mann (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1971). 

58. See Jay, The Dialectical Imagination, pp. 143-167. 

59. Institute member Franz Neumann, working on his now well-known book 
on Nazi Germany Behemoth (1944), rejected Pollock’s thesis, considering 
the concept “state capitalism” a contradiction in terms. {Ibid., pp. 162— 
163.) 

60. Ibid. , pp. 152-153. 

61. Horkheimer, “Autoritarer Staat” (1942), Gesellschaft im Ubergang, 
pp. 13-35. 

62. Benjamin, Uber den Begriff der Geschichte (1940), Gesammelte Schriften 
1:2, p. 699. 

63. Horkheimer, “Autoritarer Staat” (1942), Gesellschaft im Ubergang , p. 33. 

64. Theodor W. Adorno, “Gesellschaft,” Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. 
Adorno, Soziologische Exkurse (vol. 4 of Institut ftir Sozialforschung, 
Frankfurter Beitrdge zur Soziologie , ed. Theodor W. Adorno and Walter 
Dirks) (Frankfurt am Main: Europiiische Veil agsanst a 11, 1956), p. 30. 

65. Benjamin, Uber den Begriff der Geschichte (1940), Gesammelte Schriften 
1:2 p, 694 

66. Ibid^p, 704, 


Notes 


299 


67. Horkheimer, “Autoritarer Staat” (1942), Gesellschaft im Ubergang, p. 34. 

68. Ibid., p. 23. 

69. Ibid., p. 21. 

70. Benjamin, Uber den Begriff der Geschichte (1940), Gesammelte Schriften 
1:2, p. 699. 

71. Cf. Horkheimer, “Egoismus und Freiheitsbewegung” (1936), Kritische 
Theorie: Eine Dokumentation, 2 vols., ed. Alfred Schmidt (Frankfurt 
am Main: S. Fischer Verlag, 1968), vol. I, pp. 1-81. The article argued 
that sexual repression was a reflection of bourgeois asceticism, hence 
socially as well as biologically produced; and that sexual asceticism was 
not accidentally linked to Robespierre’s Reign of Terror, which betrayed 
the revolutionary vision by the practice of totalitarian domination. (See 
above, pages 151-152). 

72. Horkheimer, “Autoritarer Staat” (1942), Gesellschaft im Ubergang, pp. 
24-25. 

73. Ibid., p. 24. 

74. As was suggested at the close of Chapter 3 above (pages 61-62), this 
book was less a falling behind Marx than it was a rereading of him in the 
light of the present; for Adorno, indeed, it marked a move toward Marx, 
because it acknowledged more rigorously than he had earlier the limita¬ 
tions of geistige praxis, the inadequacy of revolution within culture alone 
when what was needed was revolution within society. 

75. Max Horkheimer, Vernunft und Selbsterhaltung (1942), (Frankfurt am 
Main: S. Fisher Verlag, 1970), p. 12 and passim. 

76. Max Horkheimer, Eclipse of Reason (1947), (New York: The Seabury Press, 
1974), p. 127. 

77. Authorship of the first two chapters of Eclipse of Reason, for example, 
seems unmistakably to have been divided between them, with Horkheimer 
the author of pp. 3-34 and 58-72, and Adorno responsible for pp. 34-57 
and 72-91. 

78. Theodor W. Adorno, “Offener Brief an Max Horkheimer,” Die Zeit, Febru¬ 
ary 12, 1965 , p. 32. 

79. Theodor W. Adorno, “George und Hofmannsthal” (1942), Zur Dialektik 
des Engagements, pp. 45-93. 

80. Theodor W. Adorno, Husserl ms., 1934-1937, Frankfurt am Main, Adorno 
Estate, pp. 119,318. 

81. Hofmannsthal came from a background remarkably similar to Adorno’s: 
bourgeois (the noble von was awarded to his father, a successful business¬ 
man), of Italian and German heritage, Jewish in origin but Roman Catholic 
in upbringing. 

82. “Poetry becomes the technical domination of that which does not allow it¬ 
self to be mastered by consciousness.” (Adorno, “George und Hofmanns- 
I hai” | I 942 I , Zur Dialektik des Engagements, p. 47.) 

83. (bid., p. 64. Adorno gave an objective, historical explanation for this: “Al¬ 
ready by then friendship out of simple sympathy and laste was no longer 
poiNlhle, even between people of the most extraordinary productive power, 




300 


THE ORIGIN OF NEGATIVE DIALECTICS 


hut instead only on the basis of binding common knowledge: friendship 
out of solidarity, which embraces theory as an element of its praxis.” {Ibid., 
pp. 63-64.) 

84. Ibid., p. 48. The word “intuition” ( Anschauung ) was a central concept in 
Husserl’s philosophy. 

85. Hud., p. 79. 

86. Ibid., p. 80. 

87. Adorno, “Einleitung zu Benjamins Schriften” (1955), Uber Walter Ben¬ 
jamin, p. 38. 

88. See Benjamin, Briefe, for sixteen letters written to Hofmannsthal in the 
1920s. The latter appreciated Benjamin’s work and aided in its publishing. 
Benjamin was “very saddened” by Hofmannsthal’s death in the summer of 
1929 0 bid., vol. 1, p. 497). 

89. Adorno, “Benjamins Einbahnstrasse” (1955), ibid., p. 52. 

90. “There is never a document of culture which is not at the same time a docu 
ment of barbarism.” (Benjamin, Uber den Begriff der Geschichte [19401, 
Gesammelte Schriften 1:2, p. 696.) 

9 1. “At every moment George’s culture is bought at the expense of barbarism.” 
(Adorno, “George und Hofmannsthal” [1942], Zur Dialektik des Engage* 
ments, p. 51.) 

92. “The estrangement of art from life has a double meaning. It is not only the 
refusal to deal with that which exists — in contrast to the naturalists who 
are always tempted to affirm, just as they are, the horrors seen by 111 cm 
with an affectionately acute eye. George and Hofmannsthal curried lav oil I 
no less from the established order; but always an order estranged from them, I 
The staging of estrangement reveals as much about life as can be without 
theory, since life’s essence is itself estrangement.” {Ibid., p. 80.) 

93. “In brief, my case is this: I have completely lost the ability to think or speak I 
coherently about anything. . . . [AJbstract words . . .disintegrated iti my 
mouth like mouldy mushrooms.” (Hofmannsthal, cited in ibid., p. 88m) 

94. Ibid., p. 59. 

9 5. Ibid., p. 81. 

96. Ibid. 


97. Ibid., p. 82. 

98. Theodor W. Adorno, “Uber den Eelischcliarakler in der Musik und die Re 
gression ties Horens” (1938), Gesammelte Schriften , vol. 14: Pissonanztn 
h'inleitung in die Musiksoziologie, ed. Rolf' Tiedemann (Frankfurt urn Main 
Sulirkamp Verlag, 1973), pp. 14-50, discussed above, pages 154 *155. 

99. A copy of Adorno’s letter of inquiry to the Oxford University Press (Frank 
furl am Main, Adorno Estate) described lhe bonk us consisting of eight 
chapters. Several were later published as articles elsewhere; copies ol most 
of ihe remaining chapters exist in the Adorno 1 stale The book “fragment* 
will be published m vol, 23 of Adorno’s (!$3untmtltQ Schriften, 

100. Theodor w Adorno, “The Radio Voice/ 1 in Adorno, “Current of Multi 
Flo me n t« of a Radio Theory 1939, Frankfurt urn Main, Adorno Ritltf 
P* 84, 



Notes 


301 


101. See above, page 126. 

102. “A physiognomist tries to establish typical features and expressions of the 
face not for their own sake but in order to use them as hints for hidden 
processes behind them, as well as for hints at future behavior to be expected 
on the basis of an analysis of the present expression. In just the same way 
radio physiognomies deals with the expression of the ‘radio voice.’ ” (The¬ 
odor W. Adorno, “Radio Physiognomik” 1939, Frankfurt am Main, Adorno 
Estate, p. 45.) 

103. “We are dwelling on the phenomenon because it is actually the phenomenon 
which determines the reaction of the listeners, and it is our ultimate aim 
to study the listener.” {Ibid., p. 39.) 

104. Theodor W. Adorno, Husserl ms. 1934-1937. 

105. “. . . the task of criticism must be not so much to search for the particular 
interest groups to which cultural phenomena are to be assigned, but rather 
to decipher the general social tendencies which are expressed in these phe¬ 
nomena and through which the most powerful interests realize themselves. 
Cultural criticism must become social physiognomy.” (Theodor W. Adorno, 
“Cultural Criticism and Society” [1951], Prisms, trans. Samuel and Shierry 
Weber [London: Neville Spearman, 1967], p. 30.) 

106. Adorno, “Radio Physiognomik,” 1939, p. 46. 

I 07. Ibid., p. 43. 

I 08. Ibid., p. 53. 

I 09. “. . . a private person in a private room is privately addressed by a public 
voice to which he is forced to subordinate himself.” {Ibid., p. 46.) 

I I 0. Ibid. 

111. Ibid., p. 44. 

I I 2. Ibid., p. 45. Adorno noted explicitly that the present structure of the radio 
voice was not inevitable, that it was determined less by the technology it¬ 
self than by the social relations of production which its present organization 
reflected. Characteristically, he claimed that radio programming could be¬ 
come most progressive by developing the possibilities of its own techniques, 
nither than borrowing the techniques of other media, as for example in the 
“pseudo-immediacy” of broadcasting live performances. {Ibid., pp. 35-38, 
(>0-63). 

I 13. Ibid., p. 44. 

II 4. Ibid., p. 46. 


I I 5 One of his major studies was a content analysis of the speeches of a West 
{ oas! radio demagogue, the remote, right-wing agitator Martin Luther 
Thomas, whom history books of the period ignore; another was an analysis 
of daily horoscope articles in the Los Angeles Times. (Both are reprinted in 
(!S 9:1.) 

I l(>, Adoino, “Scienlil'ic Experiences of a European Scholar in America,” The 
In te/leciutfl M igrai ion, p. 3 17. 

117, Loiter, Ad or no l:o Benjamin, February I , I 939 (Frank furl! am Main, Adorno 

EfiUte). 


118 , 


Theodor W, Adorno, ‘’Thosen Uber Bediirinis" ( 1942), OS 8, p, 394. 



302 THE ORIGIN OF NEGATIVE DIALECTICS 


119. Ibid. 

I 20, Theodor W. Adorno, “Notizen zur neuen Anthropologic,” 1942, Frankfurt 
am Main, Adorno Estate, p. 6. 

121. Adorno, “Scientific Experiences of a European Scholar in America,” The 
Intellectual Migration, p. 347. 

122. Ibid., p. 348. 

I 23. Jay, The Dialectical Imagination, pp. 220-221. 

124. Theodor W. Adorno, Else Frenkel-Brunswik, Daniel J. Levinson, and R. 
Nevitt Sanford, The Authoritarian Personality (vol. 1 of Studies in Prejudice, 
ed. Max Horkheimer and Samuel H. Flowerman), Social Studies Series, 
publication no. Ill (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1950). 

125. It generated not only vast numbers of similar research projects but also suf¬ 
ficient controversy by 1954 to produce a volume of critical essays devoted 
to it. See Richard Christie and Marie Jahoda, eds., Studies in the Scope and 
Method of “The Authoritarian Personality ” (New York: Free Press, 1954). 

126. Adorno, “Scientific Experiences of a European Scholar in America,” The 
Intellectual Migration, p. 358. 

127. Ibid. 

128. Theodor W. Adorno, Versuch uber Wagner (written 1937-1938) (Frankfurt 
am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1952). 

I 29. Unpublished, part of the Institute’s report on prejudice to the Jewish Labor 
Committee in 1944, in Friedrich Pollock’s papers, referred to (and cited in) 
Jay, The Dialectical Imagination, pp. 225, 229-230. 

130. Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, “Elements of Anti-Semitism: 
The Limits of Enlightenment,” Dialectic of Enlightenment, trans. John 
Cumming (New York: Herder and Herder, 1972), pp. 168-208. 

131. Karl Marx, “On the Jewish Question,” Writings of the Young Marx on 
Philosophy and Society, trans. and ed. Loyd D. Easton and Kurt H. Guddat 
(Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, Anchor Books, 1967), pp. 216-248. 

132. Horkheimer and Adorno, “Elements of Anti-Semitism,” Dialectic of En¬ 
lightenment, p. 173. 

133. Ibid., p. 168. 

134. Ibid., p. 196. 

135. Ibid., p. 171. 

136. Ibid., p. 185. 

137. Ibid., pp. 187, 199. 

138. Ibid., p. 200. This was a theme in Marx’s Economic and Philosophic Manu¬ 
scripts (see Writings of the Young Marx on Philosophy and Society, p. 295 
and passim). 

139. Horkheimer and Adorno, “Elements of Anti-SemitismDialectic of En¬ 
lightenment, p, 200. 

140. See above, Chapter 1, pages 17-20. 

14 l Fromm, who began lo dispute Horkheimer’s theoretical position and adopt 
a revisionist Freudian position particularly regarding its rejection of the 


Notes 


303 


centrality of sexuality, left the Institute in 1939, not long after Adorno ar¬ 
rived. (See Jay, The Dialectical Imagination, pp. 227-230.) 

142. Adorno, “Notizen zur neuen Anthropologie,” 1942, p. 1. 

143. Ibid., p. 6. 

144. Erich Fromm, Escape from Freedom (New York: Avon Books, 1969). The 
book was originally published in 1941. 

145. Adorno, “Notizen zur neuen Anthropologie,” 1942, p. 6. 

146. Theodor W. Adorno, Minima Moralia. The book was a countereffort to 
Aristotle’s Magna Moralia. 

147. Theodor W. Adorno, Minima Moralia: Reflections from Damaged Life, 

p. 110. 

148. Ibid., pp. 102-103. 

149. Ibid., pp. 130-131. 

150. Ibid. , p. 49. 

151. Ibid., p. 50. 

152. Ibid., p. 40. 

153. So Adorno later recounted to his students. The book was published on the 
occasion of Horkheimer’s fiftieth birthday. Horkheimer was the author of 
similar aphorisms which appeared at the end of Dialektik der Aufklarung. 

154. Walter Benjamin, Berliner Kindheit um Neunzehnhundert and Einbahn- 
strasse, Gesammelte Schriften, vol. IV: 1: KleineProsa, ed. Tillman Rexroth 
(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1972), pp. 235-304, 83-148. 

155. Cf. Chapter 8, above, page 133. 

156. Horkheimer and Adorno, “Elements of Anti-Semitism,” Dialectic of En¬ 
lightenment. Cf. the personality variables tested for in the questionnaires, 
Adorno et al., The Authoritarian Personality, chap. VII, “The Measurement 
of Implicit Anti-Democratic Trends,” reprinted in Adorno, “Studies in the 
Authoritarian Personality,” GS 9:1, pp. 185-261, esp. pp. 194, 229-231. 

157. “This approach stands in contrast to the public opinion poll: whereas the 
poll is interested primarily in the distribution of opinion with respect to a 
particular issue, the present interest was to inquire, concerning a particular 
opinion, with what other opinions and attitudes it was related.” (The Au¬ 
thoritarian Personality, chap. I, in GS 9:1, p. 1 67.) 

158. A person’s susceptibility to fascist ideology depended “primarily upon his 
psychological needs” (ibid., p. 151); but these needs in turn were not biolog¬ 
ical, but rather themselves reflections of the social structure (ibid., p. 
155). 

159. IbuL, p. 150. 

160. Ibid., p. 158. 

161. See above, pages 22-23 and Chapter 6. 

162. The F scale, despite ils repeuled refinements and despite its clusters of 
components, was after all a cutegorizing, hence reifying process, “not a fine 
enough instrument to give the true picture , . , M of the individual subject, 
UbM. t p. 260 ,) 





304 


THE ORIGIN OF NEGATIVE DIALECTICS 


163. The Authoritarian Personality, part IV, chaps. XVI-XIX, in ibid., pp. 262- 
508. 

164. Adorno, “The Psychological Technique of Martin Luther Thomas’ Radio 
Addresses” (1943), GS 9:1, pp. 7-141. Jay has noted that a type of mate¬ 
rialist “content analysis” had been developed by Adorno’s long-time friend 
Siegfried Kracauer in the late twenties. (Martin Jay, “The Extraterritorial 
Life of Siegfried Kracauer,” Salmagundi 31/32 [Fall 1975-Winter 1976]: 
57.) 

165. Adorno, “Scientific Experiences of a European Scholar in America,” The 
Intellectual Migration, p. 365. 

166. Adorno, “Introductory Remarks” to part IV, “Qualitative Studies of Ide¬ 
ology,” The Authoritarian Personality, in Adorno, “Studies in the Author¬ 
itarian Personality,” GS 9:1, p. 263. 

167. Ibid. 

168. Ibid. 

169. Adorno, chap. XVI of The Authoritarian Personality, in ibid., p. 302. 

170. Ibid., p. 318. 

171. Ibid., p. 289. 

172. The criticism made by Hyman and Sheatsley that The Authoritarian Per¬ 
sonality took “the irrationality out of the social order and impute[d] it to 
the respondent” is inaccurate. (See Herbert H. Hyman and Paul B. Sheatsley, 
“The Authoritarian Personality: A Methodological Critique,” Studies in the 
Scope and Method of “The Authoritarian Personality, ” p. 109.) 

173. Adorno, chap. XVII of The A uthoritarian Personality, in Adorno, “Studies 
in the Authoritarian Personality,” GS 9:1, p. 335. 

174. Ibid., p. 348. 

175. Ibid., p. 342. 

176. Ibid., p. 338. 

177. Ibid., p. 342. 

178. Ibid. 


CHAPTER 12 

1. See above, Chapter 3. 

2. Theodor W. Adorno, “Reflexionen zur Klassentheorie” (1942), Gesammelte 
Schriften, vol. 8: Soziologische Schriften I, ed. Rolf Tiedemann (Frankfurt 
am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1972), p. 376. 

3. Ibid ., pp. 374-375. 

4. Theodor W. Adorno, “Kierkegaard noch einmal” (1963), Kierkegaard: 
Konstruktion des Aesthetischen [1933]: Mit zwei Beilagen , 3rd ed., enl. 
(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1966), p. 306. 

5. Adorno, “Reflexionen zur Klassenllieorie” (1942), GS 8, p. 377. 

6. T wo of thcm f “Reflexionen zur Klassenllieorie” and “Thesen fiber Bediirf 
nls, M were first published in VS 8; ihe third, u draft entitled “Notizen zur 


Notes 


305 


neuen Anthropologic” (Frankfurt am Main, Adorno Estate), will appear in 
a later volume. 

7. Adorno, “Reflexionen zur Klassentheorie " (1942), GS 8, pp. 370 ff. 

8. Adorno, “Thesen iiber Bediirfnis” (1942), GS 8, p, 394, 

9. Adorno, “Reflexionen zur Klassentheorie’ ’(1942), GSH.p. 374. 

10. Adorno, “Notizen zur neuen Anthropologies* I 942. 

11. “What Benjamin calls the disintegration of aura and the destruction of 
experience is essentially identical with the totality principle of society/* 
(M,p. 3.) 

12. Adorno, “Reflexionen zur Klassentheorie” (1942), GS 8, pp 377, 383 ff. 

13. Adorno, “Notizen zur neuen Anthropologie,” 1942, p. 4 

14. Cf.: “When a doctrine hypostatizes an isolated principle that excludes 
negation, it is paradoxically predisposing itself to conformism/' (Max 
Horkheimer, Eclipse of Reason [1947] [New York: The Seubury Press, 
1974], p. 87. In thought and expression, this statement is characteristic 
of Adorno. Horkheimer’s own writings were far less rigorously constructed 
in this sense.) 

15. Adorno, “Thesen iiber Bediirfnis” (1 942), GS 8, p. 393. 

16. Theodor W. Adorno, “Studies in the Authoritarian Personality” (1950), 
Gesammelte Schriften 9:1: Soziologische Schriften II, ed. Susan Buck- 
Morss and Rolf Tiedemann (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 197 5), 
p. 390. 

17. Ibid., p. 245. 

18. Adorno, “Reflexionen zur Klassentheorie” (1942), GS 8, p. 391. 

19. Theodor W. Adorno, “Scientific Experiences of a European Scholar in 
America,” trans. Donald Fleming, in The Intellectual Migration: Europe 
and America, 1930-1960 , ed. Donald Fleming and Bernard Bailyn (Cam¬ 
bridge, Mass.: Belknap-Harvard University Press, 1969), p. 367. 

20. Supplemented by an essay on Stravinsky (1948) and an introduction on 
method, it was first published as “Schonberg und der Fortschritt” in 1949, 
in Philosophie der neuen Musik. 

21. Thomas Mann, The Story of a Novel: The Genesis of Doctor Faustus, 
trans. Richard and Clara Winston (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1961), 
p. 46. “Here indeed was something important. The manuscript dealt with 
modern music both on an artistic and on a sociological plane. . . . [T]he 
whole thing had the strangest affinity to the idea of my book, to the ‘com¬ 
position’ in which I had lived and moved and had my being. The decision 
was made of itself: This was my man.” {Ibid., p. 43.) Later Mann also read 
Adorno’s studies of Kierkegaard and Wagner (ibid., pp. 85, 94), as well as 
the Trauerspiel book by Benjamin (ibid., p. 187), whom Mann erroneously 
remembered as Adorno’s “cousin” (ibid., p. 43). 

22. Adorno’s suggestions on the novel were totally characteristic, for example, 
his advice that the character of Leverkiihn’s works be made “open si mill 
taneously lo the criticism of bloody barbarism and to the criticism of 
bloodless intellect imlism/' (Ibid,, p. 156 ) For an analysis of the fur-reaching 
effect of Adorno's ideas on the novel, see llie unpublished doctoral diaieriu* 


3()(> THE ORIGIN OF NEGATIVE DIALECTICS 


tion by Hansjorg Dorr, “Thomas Mann und Adorno: Ihre Zusammenarbeit 
am Doktor Faustus an Hand der bisherigen Quellen,” Marburg, 1965. 

23. Ibid., p. 222. Mann’s report on their collaboration indicates that whatever 
Adorno’s reservations as to the power of Geist, he had not compromised 
his own intellectualism. He was described by Mann as “uncompromising, 
tragically brilliant, operating on the highest level.” (Ibid., p. 43.) A typical 
conversation between them “passed from humanity as the purified chthonian 
element to parallels between Beethoven and Goethe, to humaneness as 
romantic resistance to society and convention (Rousseau) and as rebellion 
(the prose scene in Goethe’s Faust)” (Ibid., pp. 47-48.) 

24. Theodor W. Adorno, Philosophy of Modern Music, trans. Anne G. Mitchell 
and Wesley V. Blomster (New York: The Seabury Press, 1973), pp. 130- 
131. 

25. Ibid., p. 21. 

26. Ibid., p. 19. 

27. In articles in 1949 and 1952 in the Mexican review Nuestra Musica, Schon- 
berg himself was critical of the tendency to dogmatize atonality which 
emerged in the serial compositions produced after the war. 

28. Adorno, Philosophy of Modern Music, pp. 55-56. 

29. Ibid., pp. 61-66. 

30. See above, Chapter 8. 

31. Adorno, “Notizen zur neuen Anthropologie,” 1942, p. 4. 

32. Ibid., p. 3. 

33. Ibid., p. 12. The passage continues: “This is clearly evident with the fascists; 
with the Communists perhaps also for some time, precisely through the 
mass party. Revolution is solely the open and unguarded, and the mass 
party lends every act the character of a cover-up. In this sense a revolu¬ 
tionary mass party simply cannot exist.” 

34. Adorno, “Reflexionen zur Klassentheorie” (1942), GS 8, p. 376. 

35. “The self-determined law of the row truthfully becomes a fetish at that 
point when the conductor relies upon it as a source of meaning.” (Adorno, 
Philosophy o f Modern Music, p. 111.) 

36. Ibid., p. 68. 

37. Ibid., p. 67. 

38. Theodor W. Adorno, Negative Dialectics, trans. E. B. Ashton (New York: 
The Seabury Press, 1973), p. 154. 

39. Adorno, Philosophy of Modern Music, p. 102. 

40. Theodor W. Adorno, Husserl ms., 1934-1937, Frankfurt am Main, Adorno 
Estate, p. 34 (1937 article). 

41. Ibid., p. 149. 

42. Hans Mayer, cited in Martin Jay, The Dialectical Imagination: A History of 
the Frankfurt School and the Institute of Social Research , 1923-1950 
(Boston Little, Brown, 1973), p. 187. 

43. Theodor Adorno, Minim t Moralla: Reflections from Damaged Life , trans. 
E, F, N, Jephcott (London: Nl.B, 1974), p, 87, 




Bibliography 


Research for this study was carried on in several countries over a four-year 
period. During this time the complete works of Adorno were in the process of 
being compiled and published. Due to the rapid appearance of new volumes in 
the series (not all of which I have received), as well as oilier editions of Adorno's 
writings and those of his circle, bibliographies are almost instantly obsolete, The 
selected bibliography presented here is accurate at least up to January, 1975. For 
a more complete bibliography of Adorno’s writing (but accurate only up to 1971 ), 
see the excellent work of Klaus Schultz in Hermann Schwcppenhauser, ed., 
Theodor W. Adorno zum Ged'dchtnis: Eine Sammlung (Frankfurl am Main: Sulir 
kamp Verlag, 1971), pp. 178-239. 

Because this study contends that the early, pre-institute thinking of Adorno 
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